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UNEXPECTED LEARNING: ART, PLAY, AND SOCIAL SPACE  
 
Laia Solé Coromina 
 
This study is about play. It is about some of the forms of play you may have 
engaged in as a kid and are now integrated in the art practices of three artists, Núria 
Güell, Jordi Canudas and Nicolás Dumit-Estévez. Their practices defy the traditional 
conceptions of both art and play as ends in themselves. This study is contextualized as 
phenomenological research that aims at understanding what role play can assume in 
socially engaged art practices, and in what ways it provides a dynamic filter or trajectory 
for carrying each work forward. It is centered on the experiences of three artists who have 
developed practices that are participatory, presented in public spaces, open to diverse 
audiences, and whose design seeks at questioning, transforming or experimenting with 
new forms of sociability.  
The study presents the artists’ narratives through interviews and intertwined with 
the researcher’s experience with the data and documentation, acting as a site for shared 
meaning making. The findings of the study suggest that essential to play is movement, 
and that play’s integration in socially engaged art practices opens up transitional or 
permeable spaces in which previously discrete identities become border crossings 
opening to the potential emergence of new ideas about self and society.
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Chapter I— INTRODUCTION 
   Instead of the inconvenience of filth and confusion we are now getting the 
boredom of hygiene! The material slum has gone… but what has replaced it? Just 
mile upon mile of organized nowhere! No microbes left–yet each citizen a 
disinfected pawn on a chessboard; but not chessman–hence no challenge, no duel 
and no dialogue. (Van Eyck et altri, 2008, p. 6)  
 Dutch architect Aldo Van Eyck, known for his work as a playground designer, 
compiled under the title The Child, the City and the Artist (2008) a collection of essays 
about architecture, from which the above quote was extracted. In it Van Eyck advocated 
for understanding cities as spaces that integrated the corporeal dimensions of space, the 
artistic imagination, and the experience of children. Rationality, he proposes, limits our 
understanding of being together, preventing the possibility of engagements among 
citizens, of breaking through citizens’ sense of a petrified reality as Maxine Greene 
(1984) put it, and the possibility of an emergent space in which things and selves can be 
experienced otherwise.  
Throughout my career as an artist I have integrated play in many of my works. 
These artworks explored, tested, or attempted to render visible the invisible threads that 
constitute social spaces in cities. Simultaneously, I also attempted to vanish physical 
objects such as walls and fences that inhibited people’s access to other spaces and 
situations. By that alternation between rendering visible and invisible, my practice could 
be seen as the manifestation of artistic playfulness. Yet, while I am writing this 
introduction, after having just typed the last words in this dissertation, I am becoming 
aware that in addition to this, what has kept me absorbed and in motion throughout this 




One can play in cities and public spaces as if they were chessboards. Yet in public 
environments, play and the continuity of play are constantly under siege; there is always 
someone or something that can break it. Similarly, art practices conceived of as a time 
and space to be lived through, and developed in public spaces, are always at risk. By 
situating their practices in public spaces, artists are willingly engaging with diverse 
audiences and opening the possibility for participants to step in, join and contribute to the 
developing actions—or, in contrast, step in to interrupt its flow. In this study I am 
interested in the possibility of disrupting the sphere of play, and also that of art. I am 
interested in what ensues: the becoming of the work as a collective endeavor and the 
becoming sites of learning where both participants and artists, act as game creators 
regarding the set of arrangements provided by the artwork.   
In addition to the idea of discontinuity, I am interested with the subtlety with 
which play operates, and with how play comes into being. Sutton-Smith (2001) referred 
to this as ambiguity, which accounts for the difficulty of differentiating play from other 
experiences despite the fact that players typically know very well that what they are 
doing is play. In this study I knew I was dealing with play, yet my understanding of it and 
the ways through which I approached it were subtle and constantly evolving. A 
foundational moment in my becoming aware of my interest in the phenomena of play was 
a pilot study I conducted, devoted to exploring the educational potential of works 
developed in the public spaces of Rome and Barcelona. For this study I interviewed 
Lorenzo Romito from the Italian arts collective Stalker. Our conversations focused on 
space, and yet it is a musical theme which keeps resonating in my mind: two words he 




with which he engaged the contexts and the people he worked with. Gioco means  “play,” 
and referred to a specific work which employed play as a means to start a dialogue and 
from there a collaboration with the community. His words invited me to enter into play 
and at the same time to conceive of research as playing. Play became not just the focus 
of my study, but also started to permeate its methodological design, inspiring a 
phenomenology that contemplated the collection, analysis and presentation of 
experiential materials as a form of playing. For that I would have to commit as 
researcher, as artist, and as player. 
In retrospect I can now recount that I have immersed myself in the words, 
gestures and movements of my research participants. I interviewed the artists, Núria 
Güell, Jordi Canudas and Nicolás Dumit-Estévez, and the participants in their works are 
also represented in photographs and video footage. I have immersed myself in the 
writings of art educators, philosophers, psychologists, geographers, art historians, and 
artists. Through it all, I have played and I have been played. It is time now to emerge. It 
is time to leave the sphere of Research as Playing, and to move to Goteborg, Sweden to 
seek Maria and her seekers in turn, both of whom, as a reader, you will get to know in the 
following chapters. It is time to play “knock down ginger,” ringing doorbells in the 
neighborhood of El Remei, Catalonia, meeting the six to eight-year-olds, who you will 
also get to know in the next chapters. It is time to visit St. Mary’s Park at South Bronx 
and run into participants of Play Date (2015-ongoing) to ask about their experiences. 
This will entail immersing ourself in these three works, Too Much Melanin (2013), The 




play, but foremost what they tell us about the discontinuity and continuity of art as 
experience. But that is another story! 
The study you have in your hands is framed within the context of phenomenology 
and image-based research, and is structured around what I call three events: my 
interviews with the artists, the researcher’s experience with the visual materials provided 
by the artists, and follow-up conversations, together constituting the material for this 
process of Research as Playing.  
No va mas. Les jeux sont faites, rien ne va plus. The die is cast. 
Problem Statement 
Socially engaged art (from now on SEA) is a practice situated in-between the 
sphere of art, which it exceeds, and the social realm, whose themes and practices SEA 
draws from. SEA is a practice developed through interactions with individuals and 
communities around issues, objects, or themes of societal concern. Because of this, SEA 
has been defined as a social action, in which the experience of its own making becomes a 
central element of the artwork. It is an art practice invested in experience, or even more, 
shared experience, since it solicits the audience’s participation (Helguera, 2011). This 
dependence on social interaction situates a negotiation between the conditions and 
expectations set by the artist, and the actual development of the artworks among the 
participants, unfolding in a realm of uncertainty. It is this uncertainty that blends aesthetic 




At the same time play has been defined as a freeform activity that develops with 
no material interest other than the pleasurable experience it affords, “standing quite 
consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life” (Huizinga, 1950, p. 13). Artists have utilized a 
variety of strategies for working with participants in intervening in or transforming 
realities, among which is play. Within art discourse, play has been seen as an activity 
similar to art practice itself, its own end in itself: a non-productive activity, or merely a 
“play of signifiers” (Sutton-Smith, 2001, p. 127).  
Simultaneously play’s transitional nature, which suggests that play-activities and 
play-objects act as intermediate areas of experience (Winnicott, 1971) resonates with the 
understanding of SEA as an in-between realm (Helguera, 2011). Yet, current art practices 
such as SEA, which are participatory, oriented towards a social agenda, and immaterial 
(or whose material is precisely the developing social interactions) challenge 
understandings of how play, art and reality interplay.  
As a result, there is a need for more studies that critically examine how play 
works within art practices. This research investigates how play manifests in SEA, and the 
roles it plays in making possible the ideas and practices of three visual artists.  
By studying how SEA artists understand play, facilitate participation, and 
incorporate participants’ creative efforts, this study seeks to contribute to the ongoing 
conversation in art education on contemporary art practices and how they can inform and 





What role does play assume in the socially engaged art practices of three artists: Is play 
similarly or differently conceived by each artist, and in what ways does it provide a 
dynamic filter/trajectory for carrying each work forward? 
Sub Questions 
• How do participants in this study describe the experience of making a SEA 
work? 
• How do participants in this study perceive play within the social agenda of 
SEA practice? 
• At what point(s) in the enactment of a SEA work does play enter and become 
important? 
• How do artists negotiate between their expectations, initial ideas and 
activities, and the ideas and activities developed by participants in the course 
of a SEA work?  
• How do artists participating in this study facilitate the engagement and 
participation of the audience in the creation of a SEA work? What role(s) does 
play have in it? 




Limits of the Study 
This study is limited to three events, acing as bounded systems (Stake, 1995): 
interviews with the three visual artists, the researcher’s experience with the visual 
materials provided by the artists, and follow-up conversations with the three research 
participants. It is contextualized within phenomenology and image-based research.  
The sampling of three artists and their works within a phenomenological study 
aims to gain data-rich “examples,” whose experiential description might contribute to 
addressing the research questions (Van Manen, 2014, p. 353). The study is limited to 
mid-career artists, each of who have developed a body of international work spanning 
more than fifteen years, and whose practice might offer a thorough and distinct 
understanding of the roles of play in sustaining and developing practices in socially 
engaged art (SEA).  
While the study acknowledges diverse forms of play, the diversity of players, and 
different standpoints from which to regard play, it is limited to artworks that 
communicated to the audience as such (as play) and that understood play as it follows: 
play is manifested and anchored through rules and the provision of a space, and 
simultaneously play is manifested through the spontaneity and exuberance of players at 
play that would resist rules (Caillois, 1958).  In doing so, play is framed within the 
context of art practices, and manifested in the making of artworks, and hence is 




Type of Study 
This study is a research project contextualized within a phenomenological 
research design integrated with image-based research. The phenomenological questions 
revolve around the artists’ experience of integrating play in SEA works, leading to an 
account of how the experience of researching them shapes an understanding of pedagogy.  
The study is phenomenologically organized through the context of three case 
studies, and limited to an experiential account of the emergence of practices and the 
relationships within each. It seeks to understand the experience of these three artists 
integrating play in their practices as an instrument for organizing participation, and what 
these experiences can teach us about pedagogy. 
Educational Aims 
In the field of art education there is an ongoing conversation about the educational 
potential of integrating contemporary art practices such as SEA into formal educational 
settings (Chalmers & Desai, 2007; Duncum, 2009, 2011; Ellsworth, 2005; Richardson, 
2010). Some art educators are interested in what ways the methods employed by artists to 
engage with audiences can provide educators with pedagogical strategies, which has lead 
to considering these practices as critical pedagogy (Chalmers & Desai, 2007), as a playful 
pedagogy (Duncum, 2009), or as anomalous pedagogies (Ellsworth, 2005) to name a few. 
SEA’s themes and inquiry and action-based designs have raised the interest of educators 
concerned with curricular designs that invite student in exploring and acting upon their 




the same time, play as a freeform activity allowing experimentation with what is not yet 
immediate or feasible has caught the interest of art educators concerned at an educational 
context of increasing standardization and assessment in schools, and with the teaching-
learning experiences of their students (Duncum, 2009; Graham, 2015; Gude, 2007, 2010; 
McKenna Zalazar, 2015).  
Assumptions 
Assumptions not to be Debated 
• Play is a fundamental tool for learning. It is an essential activity of childhood: 
children experience and know the material and social world around them by 
playing. 
• Play is a voluntary activity. It is sustained by the simple pleasure of keeping the 
activity going. Play also favors social grouping. 
• Play is linked to artistic practice and creativity, as it engenders new possibilities 
and unanticipated outcomes. 
• SEA is a practice that escapes a succinct definition; its themes, the modes of 
production, and outcomes are variable. Nevertheless, it could be argued that SEA 
is defined 1) by a mode of relationship with reality that privileges a direct 
interaction rather than representations of reality, 2) by a social agenda, which can 
be summarized as an art practice geared towards the betterment of society, and 3) 
by the centrality of the experience of their own making, which leads to 




• Phenomenology is a method of inquiry that allows for grasping what in an 
experience is essential to understand human phenomenon such as play. 
Phenomenology also has a practical vocation: it is linked to education in that it 
teaches wonder, to question and be questioned, from which growth is possible. 
• The use of interviews as a research method allows ascertaining and deepening 
understanding into the values and beliefs of these artists, and affords opportunities 
to identify and explore emerging themes and issues.  
• The analysis of photographs and videos about the making of SEA works, within 
image-based research, constitutes a powerful tool for eliciting phenomenological 
insights.  
Assumptions to be Debated 
• Given that play is a place for experimentation, it is integral to SEA projects. SEA 
is based on shared experiences and opens a possibility to transform current social 
issues. Given that play promotes social participation, it is integral to SEA 
projects, as they are built upon social interactions and non-materialized processes 
such as dialogues, conversations, and actions. Within this situation, play takes 
different roles in different settings, and becomes a transitional space.  
• Given the open-ended nature of play, the perception of a fixed reality evolves into 
that of a space of possibility. Play becomes a source of social transformation, and 
it leads to reclaiming the role of experience in a society in which there seems to 




• Play is connected to a state of mind akin to flow. Flow refers to deep involvement 
and the sensation of effortlessness while carrying out an activity. By playing, 
individuals adjust their skills and performance to meet the challenges and 
invitations encountered in play. In such a state there is a diminishment of the 
conscience the self, in which one becomes aware of other players’ desires, 
motivations, and assets. In other words, play leads to the emergence of empathy 
and care for others, and becomes a powerful tool for social participation.  
Personal Suitability 
For the past eighteen years I have been involved in different capacities in art 
practices developed and/or centered on the public space of cities, or social spaces. I have 
been an active artist with a practice that initially explored and worked with space as 
physical and sculptural, gradually moving towards more nuanced understandings of the 
social dimension of public spaces. My early works were conceived, in hindsight, as social 
comments on aspects of our cities, mores than actual actions or interventions in them. My 
approach to city spaces used to be structured in terms of dialectic propositions: center vs. 
periphery, permanence of the building environment vs. temporary urban facilities, and 
public space vs. private space.  
I gradually became involved in long-time projects, which were infused and 
shaped by the specificities and issues of the local audiences, rather than being proposed 
by myself as artist. Along with this, I gradually began to work with more diverse 




how to incorporate participants’ contributions to the work, and whether—and to what 
extent—the artist should guide this participation.  
Over these eighteen years I was also involved in art practices in my capacity as an 
educator, first working as a teacher in a secondary school, then in a higher education 
setting in Spain, and more recently, since 2012 in a pre-K and primary school in New 
York. Such a span of time and contexts offered me opportunities to become familiar with 
current discussions on art education, to which I was exposed in my capacity as a student 
in Art & Art Education Program at Teachers College, and actualized in the context of 
everyday life settings. Through this, I perceived commonalities between the practice of 
art and education. Some of these commonalities pertain to pedagogy, such as the artist’s 
strategies while addressing a specific site or community; others pertain to the materials 
and goals of the artistic and educational practice.  
As an artist involved in the making of works that solicited people’s participation, 
there were moments I felt immersed in the bliss of conversations and actions with 
participants, and simultaneously I felt concerned with keeping track of the goals, 
maintaining aesthetic consistency, and visually documenting the work. As a teacher I also 
encountered similar dichotomies between the expected learning outcomes, and how the 
teaching-learning process manifested.  
I am interested in this space of transition and uncertainty, moving back and forth 
between the expected and the unforeseen, and the role of play in organizing such 





Role as Researcher 
This study assumes a social constructivist interpretative framework, in which 
knowledge develops through subjective meanings that are always negotiated socially and 
historically. In my role of researcher I have invited three artists to tell of their experiences 
integrating play in their artworks through multiple interviews and follow up 
conversations. Interviews, as suggested by Denzin (2001) cannot be considered “a mirror 
of the so-called external world” nor “a window into the inner life of the person,” but 
instead “a way of bringing the world into play” (p. 25). From this perspective, the 
interview’s meanings are shared “contextual, improvised, and performative” (p. 25). Seen 
in this way I have also become a participant in the telling of the artists’ experiences on 
play. Likewise, I became a participant as I immerse myself in the visual data––
photographs and videos––of their works, to render visible my experience with the data 
collected, exposing myself, in a similar fashion to how the artists themselves were invited 
to expose themselves. The validity of the data collected and the analysis draws upon the 
phenomenological method of reduction-bracketing, which involves the systematic 
suspending of one’s presuppositions, biases, and taken-for-granted assumptions regarding 
the phenomenon researched (Van Manen, 2016).   
Research Goals 
The study of how artists experienced the integration of play within their SEA 
practices may illuminate the values, beliefs and actions that shape the production of SEA 




organizes participation, and animates social imagination. Additionally this study seeks to 
explore how SEA practices that integrate play can inform and contribute to pedagogies 
within the field of art education. 
Overview of Chapters 
The first chapter establishes the need for qualitative research related to play 
within current art practices which are participatory, and which aim at questioning, 
experimenting and/or transforming current forms of social organization––our forms of 
being together (Bourriaud, 2002). The second chapter explores ideas and concepts that 
served as a ground for the study, leading to the identification of anticipated themes of the 
study, and simultaneously a lens to allow the identification of emerging themes. This 
chapter draws from a plurality of voices from different fields of study, including art 
criticism and history, play theory, urban environment studies, and art education. Chapter 
III presents an overview of the methodology of the study, which is contextualized within 
phenomenology and image-based research, structured around what I have called three 
events: my interviews with the artists, my experience with the archival materials provided 
by the artists, and follow-up conversations. Chapter IV presents the three events 
considered in this study, through three distinct narratives that draw on experiential 
materials collected from my interviews and follow-up conversations with the artists. They 
also contain photographs and stills of videos of their works, acting as imaginal 
experiences (Van Manen, 2016) allowing us access, through images, to aspects of the 




chapter IV with salient concepts from Chapter II, and explores possible new places and 
roles of play within the socially engaged art practices of these three artists. Chapter VI 
explores what the forms of social organization experimented with within SEA artworks 
that integrate play, can contribute to pedagogies within art education. Chapter VII 
presents a summary of what the experience of conducting and writing this research 
contributed to the research questions, and the emerging questions that it raised, which 
might serve as points of inquiry for further research.  Following these chapters, I have 







Chapter II— LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
Just as one can play with materials, space, other players, or language, one can also 
play with ideas, as I intend to do in this review. In it, I put into play together ideas from 
different fields of study: art criticism and history play theory, urban environment studies, 
and art education. The review is organized into the following sections:  
• Art Practice and Experience, where I discuss and present a framework from which 
to look at the events in this study.  
• Art Education, where I present how art practices, such as the ones behind the 
three events in this research, have been understood from an educational 
standpoint. 
• Play, where I present different definitions and perspectives of play from which to 
consider play as it is integrated in the works and practices in this study. 
• Social Space, where I present different definitions and perspectives of the space 
that the artworks and practices in the study are responding to, and how their 
integration in public spaces contributes to shaping those contexts. 
Art Practice and Experience 
One of the difficulties in addressing current art practices is the impossibility of 
looking at them retrospectively, from the vantage points offered by historical lenses. The 




innovation or originality. American art critic Grant Kester (2014), in an intervention 
within the forum Open Engagement 2014 devoted to socially engaged art practices, 
addressed the issue of classifying current artistic production. For him, the issue of 
classification was secondary to what seemed to be a profound re-ordering of the 
“discursive system that underlies most of the existing modes of artistic production” 
(Kester, 2014). Thus, in this section I propose to examine four definitions that respond to 
diverse ways to theorize current art practice, in order to explore the shifting discursive 
systems that these practices rest upon. With this I hope to provide a lens for examining 
the art practices in this study, regardless of how research participants, art historians and 
critics may define them.  
Relational Art 
In the seminal book Relational Aesthetics (2002), French art historian and curator 
Nicolas Bourriaud, is interested in classifying certain art practices that at that time 
troubled classificatory attempts. Bourriaud, who had in mind artists such as Rikrit 
Tiravanjia and his transformations of spaces into gastronomic events around which 
people gather, emphasized the relational logics and aims of the work. Relational art thus 
referred to works that were conceived and presented for the audience as a space and time 
to be lived through. These works served as an “interstice” that opens up in-between the 
consumerist and productivist logics of a society, and relocates experience to be central.  
   The interstice is a space in human relation… it creates free areas, and time spans 
whose rhythm contrasts with those structuring everyday life, and it encourages an 
inter-human commerce that differs from the ‘communication zones’ that are 





Additionally, the creation of these social interstices becomes political, since by 
creating situations in which audiences are invited to live and relate one to another, they 
are experimenting with new forms of sociability. “It seems more pressing to invent 
possible relations with our neighbours in the present than to bet on happier tomorrows" 
(Bourriaud, 2002, p. 45).  
Contextual Art 
French art historian and critic Paul Ardenne, contributed to the discussion about 
aesthetics with the term Art Contextuel [Contextual art], which emphasized the artwork’s 
dependence on contexts and being inserted in reality. 
   Contextual artists have a conception of society as a micropolitical order. They 
turn their backs on abstractions, preferring beings. They are bodies in the presence 
of other bodies, always aiming at direct relationship. (Ardenne, translation by the 
author, 2002, pp. 31-32)  
Contextual artists turn their backs on abstractions and prefer to engage with 
peoples and their contexts. In doing so, the artists are reevaluating the idea of society. 
They aim at a direct rapport with audiences, and in doing so theirs is an art of 
presentation rather than of representation. In the artists’ deliberated exposure of their 
works to contexts and peoples, Ardenne located the possibility of a political action. It 
differed from Bourriaud’s notion of Relational Art, in that the possibility of inventing 
new forms of sociability was highly dependent on the context of reception: audiences 
were invited, sometimes surreptitiously, to make their own what takes place within the 
work.  
The artists’ desire to engage directly with audiences also situates ongoing 




otherwise [autrement] to audiences; through readable forms [formules lisibles] but also 
through provocation and confrontation to engage and/or make audiences commit [co-
implication]. The notion of otherness [autrerisme] (p. 61) becomes important as 
contextual works solicit and celebrate the other: spectator, audience, neighbor, and 
citizen.  
New Genre Public Art 
In New Genre Public Art, a seminal book by American artist and art critic 
Suzanne Lacy (1995), she sought to understand and classify what at the time was 
perceived as heterogeneity of art practices produced in the previous 30 years. To do so, 
she shifted the attention from the contexts where works were produced and presented 
back to the materials that the artists work with. But now these materials do not refer 
simply to the specificities of a particular space or traditionally conceived art medium, but 
to materials such as “audience, relationship, communication, and political intention” 
(Lacy, 1995, p. 28).  
Through non-traditional means a new genre of artists “communicate and interact 
with a broad and diversified audience about issues directly relevant to their lives” (Lacy, 
1995, p. 19), and in so doing, questioning and activating the public sphere. Theirs is a 
practice that “resemble political and social activity, but is mostly distinguished by its 
aesthetic sensibility” (1995, p. 19). Similar to Contextual Art, the issue of 
communication, as well as the attention to the actual effects of the works in participant’s 




the quality of imagery (beauty, purposively anti-aesthetical), and the artist's intention and 
effects, in relation to their methods “of conveying meaning” (1995, p. 41).  
   In seeking to become catalysts for change, artists reposition themselves as 
citizen-activists. Diametrically opposed to the aesthetic practices of the isolated 
artist, consensus building inevitably entails developing a set of skills not 
commonly associated with art making. [...] Entirely new strategies must be 
learned: how to collaborate, how to develop multilayered and specific audiences, 
how to cross over with other disciplines, how to choose sites that resonate with 
public meaning, and how to clarify visual and process symbolism for people who 
are not educated in art. (Lacy, 1995, p. 177)  
The new genre of public art practices would require from artists a whole new set of skills 
that are reminiscent of education: working with diverse voices as they change and evolve.  
Socially Engaged Art 
The term socially engaged art (SEA, whose acronym I have borrowed from artist 
and art educator Pablo Helguera) emerged in the mid seventies, and was highly indebted 
to feminism and the Civil Rights movements (Finkelpearl, 2013).  
 Pablo Helguera (2011) defined SEA as “a form of performance in the expanded 
field”—a clear reference to Rosalind Krauss’ seminal article Sculpture in the Expanded 
Field (1998). SEA develops in-between the sphere of art, which it exceeds, and the social 
realm, whose themes and practices it draws from. SEA breaks away from art’s self-
referenciality and “functions by attaching itself to subjects and problems that normally 
belong to other disciplines, moving them temporarily into a space of ambiguity” (p.5). 
“The uncomfortable position of socially engaged art, identified as art yet located between 
more conventional art forms and the related disciplines of sociology, politics, and the 
like, is exactly the position it should inhabit” (Helguera, 2011, p.4). While many SEA 




their agenda unambiguous,” other “don't have declared aspirations other than to engage 
audiences in unexpected experiences” (Helguera, 2011, p. 68). 
From the perspective of a representational art, SEA communicates and interacts 
through unconventional means with a broad and diverse audience, oftentimes through 
instruments appropriated and repurposed from other disciplines. Most SEA practices are 
culture-specific, and resemble a social action more than a symbolic act (while symbolic 
gestures may still serve within the purposes of a social action). Whether through 
conversations, debates, or dialogue, SEA works seek “to arrive at a common 
understanding on a given subject, to raise awareness about a subject or problem, to debate 
a particular issue, or to collaborate on a final product” (Helguera, 2011, p. 44). 
A SEA work might take the form of a hands-on activity, for example. The 
collective construction of The Gramsci Monument (2013) by Swiss artist Thomas 
Hirschhorn, functioned as a cultural center: it was built and activated by the neighbors, 
sought to challenge the notion of monuments in public space, and simultaneously 
disseminated Gramsci’s philosophical thought through the Forest Houses’ community in 
the South Bronx. A SEA work, might also take the form of a choreographed conversation 
in public spaces, such as Between the door and the street (2013) by American artist 
Suzanne Lacy, in which around 400 women representing “a cross-section of ages, 
backgrounds, and perspectives–gathered on the stoops along Park Place…where they 
engaged in unscripted conversations about a variety of issues related to gender politics 
today” (“Creativetime,” n.d.).  
Within the SEA framework, Helguera (2011) argued, “audiences are never 




participatory experience and take steps to make it public without also making some 
assumption about those who will eventually partake in it” (p. 23). Artist Thomas 
Hirschhorn, one of the proponents of SEA, further classifies these concrete audiences in 
more specific terms, distinguishing between the non-exclusive audience (such as the 
unexpected, the uninterested, the neighbor, the unknown, the stranger) and the exclusive 
audience (such as the institution-director, art critic, curator, gallerist, art historian, 
collector, art-professor) (“Hirschhorn,” n.d. ) (See Appendix A. Figure 1). 
 While there is no complete agreement about what constitutes a meaningful 
engagement, “what characterizes SEA is its dependence on social intercourse as a factor 
of its existence” (Helguera, 2011, p. 2). SEA artists approach audiences through 
strategies that favor “congenial experiences: dialogue and collaboration” while some 
SEA artists nevertheless propose and celebrate purposefully “antisocial or antagonistic” 
interactions with the audience (p. 59).  
 Art critic Claire Bishop (2004), who is interested in the relationship between 
aesthetics and politics, argued that there is the risk that by promoting congenial human 
relations and the appearance of a consensual community, the differences and inequality 
of the contexts where the works are produced became concealed. This issue, Helguera 
argued, situated SEA practices closer to education, and in particular to emancipatory 
education, understood as a practice that puts in crisis the arts of instruction or explanatory 
regimes by which teachers act as authorities depositing knowledge in students regardless 
of their interests or desires. This form of instruction would anesthetize and inhibit 
“student's creative power and stimulate their credulity” which “serves the interests of the 




1996, p. 54). By contrast, Brazilian educator Paulo Freire proposed an emancipatory 
education grounded in a pedagogy organized in acts of cognition, not transferals of 
information. It is a learning situation “in which the cognizable object (far from being the 
end of the cognitive act) intermediates the cognitive actors-teacher on the one hand and 
students on the other” (p. 60). Likewise, in SEA, the work mediates between the artist 
and the audiences, who are invited to dialogue, shape and transform it.  
 Helguera (2011) classified the various ways artists organize participation into 
open and closed formats, and directed or undirected interactions. Open formats allow for 
spontaneity, and can incorporate participants in different capacities: as collaborators or as 
coauthors, and during different processes of the work, such as brainstorming, or 
participating in informal conversations throughout the making of the works. Closed 
formats would include participants’ involvement and creative efforts into a preconceived 
form, such as theatre, debate, lecture or speech. In between these would be open-closed 
formats, such as dialogues, class discussions, or panel discussions.  
Table 2:1 Formats employed by artists in their interactions with participants 
 Open Format  Closed Format 
Undirected Subject Everyday 
Conversation 
 Argument 
Casual Interview Dialogue Debate 
Directed Subject Brainstorming Class Discussion Lecture/speech 






I have chosen to use the term SEA for the art practices in the study. While I adopted this 
term for clarity, I value SEA’s explicit ambiguity as practice that refers and draws upon 
the art system and simultaneously upon the social domain. Unlike other concepts, SEA 
was open enough to frame the artists’ diverse approaches to artmaking: with works that 
are explicitly socially-oriented and others that do not have a clear agenda. Similarly, I 
value the broadness with which Helguera (2011) perceives the mutual adaptations 
produced between artists and audiences in an artwork or situation, and simultaneously the 
concreteness with which he defines and proposes (as seen in Table 2:1) the possible 
qualities of these adaptations and experiences.  
 I propose now to look at conceptions of experience, in order to frame patterns and 
anomalies found within the three art practices in this study. 
Experience 
In Pragmatist Aesthetics: Living Beauty, Rethinking Art (2000) philosopher 
Richard Shusterman, analyzed the challenge of framing current artistic practices. He 
acknowledged the impossibility of relying on historicist standpoints, on the logics or 
ways of operating within a system, or on essential attributes to classify diverse and 
mutable current art practices. Instead, he proposed to consider them from the perspective 
of experience; or pragmatist aesthetics: 
   For there seems, after all, to be something autonomous about art’s value, 
something about its own foods for which we pursue them as ends in themselves 
rather than means to other goods in other practices. That something is surely 






While Shusterman (2000) acknowledged that many works fail in producing an 
aesthetic experience, and that defining art through experience might feel at times too 
vague, nevertheless the aesthetic experience provides a common ground from which to 
look at the diversity and heterogeneity of art practices, means and purposes.  
   The notion of experience does better justice to the fullness of art and links artist 
and the audience in the same twofold process. Art, in its creation and 
appreciation, is both directed making and open receiving, controlled construction 
and captivated absorption. (Shusterman, 2000, p. 55) 
Despite the ubiquity of experience being called upon, “experience can be 
concentrated into one phenomenological principle: the practical, theoretical and 
cognitive trying out of reality,” claimed art historian and critic Paul Ardenne (Ardenne et 
altri, 1999, p. 12). American philosopher John Dewey (2005) defined an experience as a 
process of “mutual adaptation” between the self and some aspect of the world he/she 
inhabits, and that constitutes per se a unity of meaning (Dewey, 2005, p. 45). This 
definition captures the “fullness” of art understood as a “twofold process” in which both 
artists and audiences are engaged (Shusterman, 2000, p. 55). The attempt to make 
meaning of what disconcerts audiences and participants can be seen as a “state of ‘in-
between-ness,’ … in the orbit of the emotive yet also clearly articulated or potentially 
articulatable” (Bolla, 2001, p. 6). Despite its elusive openness, we can articulate the 
following of experience. 
1. Experience is shaped by a sense of course (process or duration) and by a sense 
of fulfillment (the meaning we make out of it). Through these it sustains a 
sense of unity and integrity. 
2. It is based on interaction. It is a process of mutual adaptation, reminiscent of 




audiences in art as emancipated spectators (Rancière, 2008), as active learners 
and participants.  
3. It sets in motion a transaction of feelings and affects between the self and its 
environments––persons, objects, built environments. These “emotions are 
attached to events and objects in their movement.” They belong “to the self 
that is concerned in the movement of events toward an issue that is desired or 
disliked” (Dewey, 2005, p. 43).  
4. Within an experience we find two poles: resistance and surrender (Dewey, 
2005, p. 55). Resistance can be understood as the permanence of the self, and 
surrender as an emerging self.  
5. Experience is a mundane, ordinary and universal quality of being human. We 
also find it in the aesthetic experience, which distinguishes itself through its 
materials–qualities.  
6. Experience is linked to the possibility of its communication. Victor Turner, in 
Anthropology of Experience (2001), included in the notion of experience its 
social aspect. For Turner (2001) “experience urges toward expression, or 
communication with others… the arts depend on this urge to confession or 
declamation” (p. 37). Likewise, experience, in SEA practices, is forged 






Art educators have turned their attention to SEA practices, in light of their interest 
in sensory materials, conceived as a time and space to be experienced; their inquiry 
designs, requiring the active engagement of the audience; and of their inventiveness in 
addressing questions of public concern. These art practices may provide inspiration for an 
art education that integrates and fosters’ students creative efforts, promotes critical 
thinking and is responsive to students’ realities and increasing social pressures.  
The incorporation of SEA practices in educational settings would support art 
education through a practice of art making connected to the social contexts in which is 
produced. It differs, according to Chalmers and Desai (2007), from the modernist notion 
of art that prevails in schools today, which understands art as a universal language and 
whose pedagogies are centered on the acquisition of formal skills. Instead SEA provokes 
critical questions about current situations, and offer dialogues in which the audience 
becomes participants instead of passive spectators; it would assist, inform and inspire 
social justice art education (Chalmers & Desai, 2007).   
Similarly, art educator Paul Duncum (2011) advocates for incorporating art 
practices developed in public spaces as a means to promote social justice pedagogies. For 
Duncum, the sense of public space as a place of political dissidence is currently obscured 
by society’s orientation towards consumption, regularization and surveillance of these 
public spaces. Expressions of dissent, such as graffiti, are constantly removed. 
Meanwhile the city space remains saturated by advertising imagery. What public space is 




(2011) is critical of art education that promotes the creation of artworks removed from 
their social context, because it would lead to the production of innocuous art. The 
student’s exposure to contemporary artists may offer models of negotiation, subversion 
and engagement that allow students to have a critical perspective on the public sphere.  
Art educators, meanwhile, have already begun attending to the ephemeral and 
embodied aspects of experience within practices such SEA, as well as the cognitive 
dimensions of aesthetic encounters. Elisabeth Ellsworth in Architecture, Media and 
Pedagogy (2005) addresses the educational potential that these art practices afford for 
audiences. Her interest lies in the educational possibilities of contemporary art practices, 
ranging from architectural works to more ephemeral and immaterial works of art such as 
performances or video. Drawing upon Winnicott’s (1971) notion of transitional space, 
Ellsworth suggests that contemporary art practices can be a field of emergence, a space 
for newness and self-change. This transitional space, “takes shape when our minds, 
brains, and bodies pass through time, space, and events; and do so with undetermined 
directions and outcomes” (Ellsworth, 2004, p. 27). What emerges in this encounter, as it 
is sustained through time and space, is the awareness of the self, along with the habits, 
and dispositions “that make up the materiality of social relationships” (Ellsworth, 2005, 
p. 27).  
From Ellsworth’s perspective, works of contemporary art developed in public 
spaces and that use sensory phenomena to communicate and engage with audiences, 
should be considered anomalous pedagogies (2005). These places of learning “speak 
with a voice that is so different from our own as educators. Rather than articulating ideas 




of multimedia, landscapes…” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 10). They become anomalous since 
their pedagogy is not conventional, neither foreseen, nor explicit. Instead they speak “to 
and about pedagogy indirectly” (p. 10).  
In line with Ellsworth, art educator Jack Richardson (2010) proposes considering 
as anomalous pedagogies the artworks of interventionists artists–a concept borrowed 
from curator Nato Thompson (2004, 2012) to describe art practices intersecting with 
everyday environments. Richardson (2010) contributes a corporeal dimension to 
Ellsworth’s conceptualization of anomalous pedagogy. Artists’ movements and practices 
in everyday environments, such as the development of flash mobs in public 
transportation, produce “an elusive space both physically and conceptually” (p. 20). 
Interventionist artists create an alternate space, where the public is encouraged to 
negotiate and make sense of the confusion. Within this space there emerges the 
possibility for the audience and passersby to learn, within the course of an intervention, 
about their relation to that space, their relationship with routine and consensual 
appropriations and uses, and their connection to societies’ modes of production.  
 Art educator Claudia Ruitenberg (2011), however, locates an unresolved issue in 
the emancipatory goals of art practices, while working on allowing participants to act 
upon what Freire (1996) calls the cognizable object, the set of conditions set by the 
artists. For her, the issue is in the explanatory forms of communication, which it evolves 
in one direction and which is based on a presumed inequality between teacher and 
student, between artist and participant. Instead, she proposes a symmetrical relationship 
between participants in both educational and artistic endeavors. For this, she draws upon 




which a teacher is meant to teach a group of students whose language he is ignorant of, 
and who in turn are ignorant of the teachers’ language. The study exemplifies the 
multiple directions at once in which participants’ communications can develop, and the 
evolving and exchangeable roles of participants in the teaching-learning event, which 
suggests an emancipatory pedagogy. For Ruitenberg, the participatory or relational 
character of works framed within Relational Aesthetics (Buorriaud, 2002) “does not 
automatically make them better candidates” for an emancipatory education (2011, p. 
222). Nor does Deweyan hands-on and practical engagements, necessarily lead to 
emancipation (Ruitenberg, 2011, p. 213). For the event to be truly emancipatory argues 
Ruitenberg, it needs to employ emancipatory means; that is, the communications between 
the artist and the participants within the artwork should address and consider the distinct 
and unequal realities with which they partake in tmaking the artwork.  
Play 
This section explores diverse definitions of play and its links to distinct fields of 
knowledge and perspectives, in an attempt to highlight potential intersections with SEA 
practices. Play, argued play-theorist Brian Sutton-Smith (2001) is essentially ambiguous: 
there is a wide range of forms in which play can manifest, and different standpoints from 
which to look at play. There are also cultural differences (such as how the same concept 
of play in Catalan––the researcher’s mother tongue––refers both to games and play.)  
   Play begins, and then at a certain moment it is ‘over’. It plays itself to an end. 
While it is in progress all is movement, change, alternation, succession, 
association, separation. But immediately connected with its limitation as to time 




cultural phenomenon. Once played, it endures a new-found creation of the mind, a 
treasure to be retained by the memory. It is transmitted, it becomes tradition. It 
can be repeated at any time, whether it be ‘child's play’ or a game of chess, or at 
fixed intervals like a mystery. (Huizinga, 1950, pp. 9-10) 
In the seminal work, Homo ludens: A study of the play-element in culture, Dutch 
historian Johan Huizinga (1950) discusses play’s importance within culture. For 
Huizinga, play is a fundamental activity of a culture, understood as the shared customs 
and beliefs of a social group. Play provides a certain order to the confusion of life, and 
through recurrence transforms into tradition. By contrast, however, the enactment of play, 
opening up a “new-found creation of the mind,” can also bring chaos, creating a schism 
in the order of things, and hence become a source of social transformation. 
Characteristics of play include precariousness, its limitation in time, and the immersion of 
players, which opens up the possibility of repetition and elicits further communications 
(Huizinga, 1950). Sociologist Roger Caillois (1958) defined the two potentials of play as 
ludus and paidea: ludus anchored play through rules and the provision of a space, while 
the spontaneity and exuberance of paidea, based on a provisional agreement between 
players, would resist it.  
Play and Ambiguity 
In The Ambiguity of Play, a thorough re-examination of narratives about play, and 
their respective ideological underpinnings, educational psychologist Brian Sutton-Smith 
(2001) presented play in the arts as the rhetoric of the imaginary. Within this context, 
play can be considered fanciful, visionary, and unreal. It would show up through “the act 
of making what is present absent or what is absent present”  (p. 127). Within this 




what Sutton-Smith called a “play of signifiers” (p. 127). He suggested, however, the 
necessity of conducting more studies that critically examined how play within the 
imaginary worked.  
Drawing upon Howard Gardner, who saw play in terms of mastery of one’s self 
and the self in relation to the world, and art as the mastery of symbolic systems, Sutton-
Smith (2001) proposed to bring clarity to the concepts of play and playfulness, often 
presented indistinctly within this narrative of the imaginary. He suggested examining 
whether this kind of play “really has anything much at all to do with playing persons” 
(Sutton-Smith, 2001, p. 128). 
While playfulness is that which plays with the content and boundaries of play, 
play is “that which plays with the frames of mundane,” everyday spaces and routines, 
which “frame the action in a steady way throughout” (p. 148). Playfulness is akin to a 
mood or spirit, characterized by the possibility of utterly disrupting, subverting, and 
exaggerating the content of play. It deals with “playing with boundaries, playing with 
infinity, playing with space and playing with time” (Sutton-Smith, 2001, p. 148). By 
contrast, play is occupied with what is actual and concrete. 
Play and Movement 
Philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer (1975, 1986) was concerned with 
distinguishing what he called the mode of being of play and art. In Truth and Method, 
Gadamer (1975) looked at the actual and concrete uses of play in metaphors, where 




to a larger sense of what is meant. Through this, he came to understand movement as an 
essential constituent of play (1975, 1986); play is the 
to-and-fro movement which is not tied to any goal which would bring it to an 
end…The movement which is play has no goal which brings it to an end; rather it 
renews itself in constant repetition…The play is the performance of the 
movement as such. (Gadamer, 1975, p. 93) 
Play, understood as movement, is defined and animated by the particular 
arrangement of things; by the “rules and structures which prescribe the way that the area 
of the game is filled;” Gadamer (1975) defined this as the spirit of the game. This spirit is 
defined more by “the structure” determining the movement of players, than by the 
separation, the distance from “free areas” or the outer world that would resist it (p. 96). 
Or, as the author suggested, like in the spell of being captured by one’s image in a mirror, 
the experience of the player at play sustains him/her in play, as a movement that is its 
own end. Gadamer argued that one of the essential experiences of play is players’ feeling 
of being-played. With this, Gadamer located the possibility for a field of emergence; of 
becoming, or in his words of “coming into existence” (p. 105). At play, what players 
manifested is themselves in their capacity as players instead of individuals. It is in this 
movement by which one becomes a player that, for Gadamer, one is subtly transformed. 
The arrangements of play, which constituted a structure, re-shapes the self, and in turn 
the self in relation with the world.  
   The identity of the player does not continue to exist for anybody. Everybody 
asks instead what it is supposed to be, what is ‘meant’. The players (or poets) no 
longer exist, but only what of theirs is played. But above all, what no longer exists 
is the world, in which we live as our own. Transformation into a structure is not 
simply transposition into another world… (Gadamer, 1975, pp. 100-101) 
Gadamer’s (1975) words suggest an absorption of the player by the exuberance of 




their own realities—a transformation that is not transposition, but rather is reminiscent of 
Winnicott’s concept of transitional phenomena. 
Play and Transition 
In Play and Reality, the psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott (1971) identified and 
developed the notion of transitional phenomena that he saw in children’s development as 
they negotiated between the self and their environments. Essential in this interplay 
between inner world and external world, “is continuity (in time) of the external emotional 
environment and of particular elements in the physical environment such as the 
transitional object or objects” (p. 15). He found essential the existence of an intermediate 
area of experience free from constraints that facilitated one’s adaptation and dispositions 
to tolerate what was not available yet. Winnicott argued that in children, as in adults, the 
“task of reality-acceptance” is never ending; “no human being is free from the strain of 
relating inner and outer reality, and that relief from this strain is provided by an 
intermediate area of experience which is not challenged” (p. 10). Winnicott’s 
observations were initially grounded in what he would call transitional objects, and also 
expanded to consider people and situations, such as play or art practices, as hinges or 
pivots between the self and the emerging-self. In this intermediate area there was an 
overlapping of the two, and thus the existence of a paradoxical situation that he perceived 
as rich and useful for the developing-self.  His studies in play suggested that two 
characteristic of play, as transitional phenomena, were the “precariousness” of ones inner 
realities, and the opportunities to actually experience objects and situations that provided 




children’s “preoccupation” or focus—the “near-withdrawal state” of the player utterly 
immersed in adjusting their dispositions to the challenges presented at play—was 
essential. Play provided children with a structure to experiment and take risks in a safe 
way, and it simultaneously helped them build resilience in dealing and coping with the 
ambiguity of play and reality.  
Play as Experience  
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1991, 1997, 1998), professor of psychology and one of 
the developers of flow theory, addresses play from the perspective of how it is 
experienced.  Flow refers to an individual’s perception of deep involvement in activities. 
Studies in flow suggest that this experience “tends to occur when a person faces a clear 
set of goals that require appropriate responses,” such as at play (1997, p. 29). The 
experience of flow relates to a state of mind in which there is an intensification, a 
heightened state of consciousness, and concurrently a loss of self-consciousness or a 
transcendence of ego boundaries. When this occurs in response to artworks, it is called 
aesthetic experience. In contrast, when it occurs in response to play-activities such as 
games, it is called  “flow experience” (1991, p. 9). Similarities between how these 
experiences are structured were presented in the study The Art of Seeing: An 
Interpretation of the Aesthetic Encounter (Csikszentmihalyi & Robinson 1991). In it, 
Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson suggest similarities between flow and aesthetic 
experiences. Both require a conducive environment––object focus and limitation of the 
stimulus field respectively (Appendix A. Table 1). Both involved a challenge inviting 




For Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson, constraints in the aesthetic encounter prompt 
the viewer to negotiate between the self and the object/activity similarly to how play and 
its constraints challenge a player. Of course, Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson s study 
(1991) is based on a typology of artworks that engage the public through its materiality, 
and specifically through sight. In contrast many SEA works are based upon immaterial 
elements, such as social interactions. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1991, 1997, 1998) studies of 
flow and of aesthetic experience may nevertheless serve as a valuable tool to understand 
the experience of artists in making SEA works that integrate play.  
Play as Communication 
Complementary to Csikszentmihalyi’s (1997) view, in Play and Participation in 
Contemporary Art Practices, art historian and critic Tim Stott (2015) examined 
contemporary art practices that engage participants through play. He called them work of 
ludic participation, and regarded them from the perspective of systems theory, which 
examines how works organize sociability, and hence deal with “doubt, unpredictability, 
curiosity, and openness” (p. xii). For Stott, the experience of play “depends upon the 
operation of certain constraints, some of which are under the control of the artist and 
some of which are not” (p. 51). Artworks involving play needed to be regarded as 
organizational modes by which individuals interact with reality: “play produces and 
organizes complexity, especially social complexity,” (p. 5) understood as a system of 
elements “mutually organized and exhibit[ing] patterns of interaction, but whose 




 Stott proposed the study of play through the concrete communications between 
the artist, the work, and the audience, acting as a system. Whether these communications 
were manifested through rules or conditions imposed by the artist, or developed as 
spontaneous agreements between players in absence of rules, play and the work would 
only become accessible through the existence of shared language; of a system of social 
expectations and conventions. This social system would allow the experience of the work 
to recur and reiterate, while simultaneously the uniqueness of each announcement or 
communication through objects, materials, individuals, would render the play-experience 
highly contingent. Such approach recalled Gadamer’s (1986) understanding that the 
“concept of the work points toward the sphere of common use and common 
understanding as a realm of intelligible communication” (p. 13) and simultaneously 
leaves “the person who responds to it a certain leeway, a space to be filled in by himself” 
(p. 26). 
Communication, argues Stott (2015), “relies upon ignorance, or more precisely, 
‘an unequal distribution of knowledge and ignorance’…a participant must be ignorant if 
an announcement is informative, yet knowledgeable of the particular system of 
communication” (p. 78). 
The artwork by Italian artist Maurizio Cattelan, Stadium (1991), which is based 
upon the modification of a soccer table game, served as example and investigation for 
Stott (2015). The enlargement of the soccer table, which delayed the possibility of 
scoring a goal, and the creation of two ethnically differentiated teams in a context of 
migratory and racial issues, turned the game, and its rather predictable interactions, into a 




complexity; it would afford players opportunities to address immigration-related issues, 
such as the presence of racism in the context of soccer, while the work reached its 
expression through organized patters of social interaction. The artists’ operation of 
constraints, or setting up conditions, kept players removed from the real world, and at the 
same time afforded players with opportunities to observe, analyze, and understand forms 
of sociability in a space that is “largely removed from consequence but not less 
significant for that” (Stott, 2015, p. 134). 
Social Space 
This section addresses the notion of social space, which refers both to the contexts 
where SEA works are created, and the contexts or spaces they contribute to creating. The 
aim here is to better understand how the actual spaces where artists produce and present 
their works are shaped, transform or dialogue with the art practice. 
Geographer Richard Soja (2000), for whom the spatiality of human life plays a 
critical role in current social, cultural, political and economic realities, takes up the work 
of French philosopher Henri Lefebvre (1970, 1991, 2013), and the notion of spatial 
imagination. In Levebvre’s (1970) Urban Revolution, considered a foundational book in 
contemporary thinking about the city, Lefebvre set up a new perspective from which to 
study space. It was centered on the concept of praxis, or practice. Space could be 





interactions and relationships developing in it, such as everyday practices in cities’ 
streets. Space was produced by a society and in turn it re-produced society. It was both 
the condition and the result of a society.  
   The fields we are concerned with are, first the physical–nature, the Cosmos; 
secondly, the mental, including logical and formal abstractions; and thirdly, the 
social. In other words, we are concerned with logico-epistemological space, the 
space of social practice, the space occupied by sensory phenomena, including 
products of the imagination such as projects and projections, symbols, and 
utopias. (Lefebvre, 1991, pp. 11-12) 
Social space, or thirdspace as Richard Soja (2000) called it, is distinct from 
physical and mental space, and simultaneously encompasses them too.  Social space is 
an-Other (autre) space: “not one/another, not either/or, but instead both and also” (Soja, 
2000, p. 60). By breaking through binarisms, Lefebvre aimed at opening a third 
possibility or a “moment” that was not simply the combination of two positions, or an “in 
between” position, but something Other (Soja, 2000, p. 60): a space dominated by 
imagination, prone to appropriations and transformations by citizens. Social space is 
“lived, with all its intractability intact, a space that stretches across the images and 
symbols that accompany it, the space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’. But it is also… 
inhabited and used by artists, writers, and philosophers” (Soja, 2000, p. 67). 
 French scholar Michel de Certeau (Certeau & Giard 2001) argued those 
individuals’ movements, spatial practices, and imaginations constitute this spatiality. 
Certeau contributes to Lefebvre’s (2013) conceptualization of space with the notion of 
physical and direct engagement and experience with space. Public space can be 
understood as constantly changing and being reconfigured through bodies’ movements 





The built environment, as well as the ways in which spatial knowledge is produced, 
reflects society’s modes of production. The art curator Simon Sheikh (2008) was 
interested in the relationships between the public sphere and art, and argued that the 
notion of the public “has constitutive effects on the social, on how we socialize, and are 
indeed socialized” (p. 29). For Sheikh (2008) the public, in line with Lefebvre’s view of 
space, is not a given but instead is both the result and the condition of the construction of 
a society.  
Under neoliberal governments, notions of the public are transformed. Sheikh 
employed the analogy of a buffer zone–a geographical term for an area designed to 
separate two oppositional areas–to define what public space is today. What is at the stake 
is how the public character of the public sphere seems to be eroding: instead of allowing 
the expression of a pluralist society it contributes to pacifying it, to depoliticizing it, and 
to concealing its struggles. And simultaneously, Sheikh’s (2008) analogy of a buffer zone 
recalls the concept of civic space, a notion that has ultimately been used to refer to public 
space, and which defines in advance the qualities of the experience one might expect in 
public spaces (Delgado, 2005): civic, congenial, exempted from conflict, pacified, or as 
Dutch architect Aldo Van Eyck (2008) would put it, boring.  
Philosopher Zygmun Bauman, in Modern Liquidity (2000) devoted a chapter to 
the spatiality of human life today. In it he argues that public spaces are losing their role as 
democratic civil platforms and turning into commoditized places of consumption, places 
with less chance of encounter. Drawing upon Richard Sennet, for whom cities could be 
defined as places where strangers are likely to meet, Bauman examined how these 




certainly ‘not to be continued,’ a one-off chance, to be consummated in full while it lasts 
on spot without delay,” and simultaneously one is “likely to emerge as strangers from the 
chance encounter which ends as abruptly as it started” (Bauman, 2000, pp. 94-95). An 
encounter, as defined by French anthropologist Marc Augé (2012) would be the 
experience of a subtle border: it is subtle since it contains the possibility of crossing it and 
meeting the other, and it is subtle because while one knows the point of departure its 
resonances, like a perfume, spread. 
 In a context oriented towards consumerism and surveillance, the rights that once 
defined the publicness of public space–that is, the access or right to enter and remain in a 
space, the freedom of action or carrying on activities, the right to take over space and 
modify it, and the ownership of space (Low, 2002)–are being curtailed. Within this 
context, behaviors and actions developed in public spaces become predictable: there seem 
to be fewer opportunities for spontaneous encounters, less chances for exploring and 
transforming space, and less chances for play. 
Summary 
In this chapter I have presented ideas from eclectic sources and diverse fields of 
knowledge; in view that the literature on play in art practice is significantly scarce, I 
argue that they contribute to establish the ground for my research. 
The heterogeneity of current art practice presents the aesthetic field with new 
forms of classification, leading to the emergence of new terms, four of which I have 




the ground for art practices centered around social interactions, or what I called the 
shared experience of the work; Contextual Art, which contributes to the aesthetic 
discussions with the emphasis on the presence and corporeality of artists within social 
interactions; New Genre of Public Art, which identifies the themes around which people, 
whether artists or participants in their works gather; and Socially Engaged Art (SEA) 
which situates art practices and identifies shared aspects with education, and social 
action, such as formats of participation, qualities of the shared experience, or 
emancipatory goals. Taken together, these forms of classification raise questions of at 
what point(s) in the enactment of a SEA work play enters and become important; how do 
participants describe experiences of making such a work and how do they perceive play 
within the social agenda of SEA? 
The study is based on the idea of SEA practices as sites of learning, and 
specifically of art practices as constituting a form of pedagogy. I have presented aspects 
that are common both in educational and artistic endeavors. In that respect, it raises the 
question of how so SEA artists negotiate between their expectations, initial ideas, and 
activities and the actual ideas and activities developed by participants in the course of a 
SEA project? How do artists facilitate the engagement and participation of an audience in 
the creation of a SEA work and what role(s) does play have? 
I have also argued that play is essentially an ambiguous phenomenon. While there 
is a diversity of play-forms and of players at the same time, play can be approached from 
distinct standpoints: Psychology, education, cultural studies, aesthetics, communication 
studies, etc. While this study is centered in the phenomena of play within art practice, and 




social realm invites consideration of play through additional lenses. Play thereby, is 
presented as an activity invested in action and movement; as constituting a transitional 
space that hinges between player’s inner world and external realities; and as a form of 
social organization and communication. I suggest that from the perspective of flow 
theory, play and aesthetic experience have commonalities in the ways they structure 
experience: the importance of a challenge that requires participants to make meaning of 
what has disconcerted them, and the need of a facilitating environment, or series of 
inviting conditions and arrangements set by artists. From these ideas emerge the question 
of what role play assumes in the socially engaged art practices of three artists: Is play 
similarly or differently conceived by each artist, and in what ways does it provide a 




Chapter III— METHODOLOGY 
   When we turn toward the experience attentively and grasp it, it takes on a new 
mode of being: it becomes "differentiated," "singled out." And this differentiating 
is precisely nothing other than the grasping; and the differentiatedness is nothing 
other than being grasped, being the object of our turning-towards. (Husserl, 1991, 
p. 132) 
This research is framed as a phenomenological study that seeks to understand the 
roles of play in the SEA practices of three artists. SEA is a practice committed to 
peoples’ realities and developed through interactions with individuals and communities 
about issues of common concern. In view of the critical themes and issues that artists 
address in their practices, one would think that play, as fanciful and carefree activity 
would have no place in SEA. However, there are many cases of artists whose practices 
intertwine, blend in, or intervene into realities they question and transform through play. 
This study thus seeks to understand their experience of integrating these two distinct 
activities––art and play. 
Within a phenomenological study the role of the researcher consists of observing, 
identifying, and distinguishing what is exclusive, particular, and essential within a 
phenomena. In phenomenological research, as suggested by Husserl (1991), the 
researcher does not only account on the phenomenon, but it becomes the object of her/his 
interest.  
In this study, as I come to understand the phenomenon of play, I also become 
aware of my assumptions, ideas, and experiences about play, and how these are 
transformed through her relationship with the object of her study. In short, in this 




Type of Research  
Initially the research began as a case study structured around six SEA works, 
aiming to understand the context-specific circumstances––sites and communities––where 
six artists worked and integrated play in their practices. However, as I was transcribing 
the first interviews, translating them into English, and analyzing them, along with 
immersing myself in the visual data that the artists provided, I felt myself questioned at a 
personal level. I became aware of elements of play that I did not expect. I became aware 
of myself and started questioning my own perception of play, how I played, and how as 
an artist myself, I made art through play. This was the moment in which the research 
evolved into a phenomenological study.  
As I was revisiting some of my interview field notes in my data analysis, a note 
that I had written about how I perceived play within SEA struck me. It read:  
Play and socially engaged art practices seemed to me to be at odds, if not 
contradictory, at first glance. They were like two magnets that kept repelling each 
other despite the effort to connect them. It is probably that negotiation, that 
magnetic dance, that paradox first captivated me (Field notes data, Sole, 2016). 
The image of the two magnets illustrated how I understood the relationship of 
play and SEA: as binary and oppositional. I understood play as an activity developed in a 
concrete time-space that always operated in a symbolic terrain, mobilizing players’ 
imaginations, symbols, and temperaments. By contrast, SEA practices were invested in 




When I reviewed the same note, I realized that it no longer sufficed to explain 
how I was understanding play within SEA it was not binary or oppositional, but instead 
dynamic, transitional, and unexpected.  
The note also invited me to think of how the research design might be otherwise: 
Research as Playing. Play became not only the object of this research, but from early on 
started permeating its methodological design, inspiring a phenomenology that considered 
the collection, analysis and presentation of experiential materials as itself playing. As a 
result, the study is now reformulated as a research project framed within phenomenology 
and image-based research. 
Current literature in qualitative inquiry suggests the possibility of conducting 
research based on the understanding of knowledge, research, and of the researcher, as 
being always situated and in the making (Behar, 1996; Bray, Smith & Yorks, 2000; 
Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Ellis, 2004; Harper, 2003; Prosser, 1998; Richardson, 2003; 
Sullivan, 2010; Van Manen, 2006, 2016). In attempting to render that making and 
dynamism visible, I propose to combine phenomenology with image-based research, in 
which images are central and open to possible and imaginative interpretations and 
insights. 
Phenomenology 
   In bringing to reflective awareness the nature of the events experienced in our 
natural attitude, we are able to transform or remake ourselves in the true sense of 
Bildung (education). (Van Manen, 2006, p. 7) 
Phenomenology is committed to experience; where the interest does not lie in 
knowing the things themselves––the thingness, one may say––but instead in how a thing 




human science involved with “going back” [zu den Sachen], according to Husserl, to the 
moment that an experience becomes available to consciousness (Van Manen, 2016). 
Such an endeavor might feel daunting, as it did as I began this study. It was not 
until I found the work of a proponent of phenomenology in education, Max Van Manen 
(2006, 2016), that the phenomenological approach in this research became clear. 
Researching Lived Experience and Phenomenology of Practice, validated how I had been 
approaching play during the first steps of this research: collecting data and 
simultaneously feeling interpellated, 1 or called to come to terms with my own 
assumptions and experiences of play in my practice as an artist. Van Manen’s work 
contributed to grounding what until then was only an intuition: that is, the educational 
predicament of phenomenology, or simply put, a phenomenology that has a practical 
vocation.  
[In] his or her phenomenological description the researcher/writer must "pull" the 
reader into the question in such a way that the reader cannot help but wonder 
about the nature of the phenomenon in the way that the human scientist does. One 
might say that a phenomenological questioning teaches the reader to wonder, to 
question deeply the very thing that is being questioned by the question. (Van 
Manen, 2006, p. 44) 
This research, therefore, is committed to a sense of education that pulls the reader 
closer to lived experiences where further phenomenological insights are possible. Within 
this scope, the integration of visual materials, such as photographs and videos of the 
works, was a critical tool for conveying the richness of the experiences developed in 
works conceived as a time and space to be lived through. Visual images are powerful 
                                                
1 From the Latin interpellare, “to interrupt by speaking,” in the language of the researcher (Catalan) refers 
to a form of questioning that disrupts one’s flow of thoughts and actions, that mobilizes one’s affects, and 




means to invite viewers such as participant artists to engage in the telling of their 
experiences, and in eliciting the emergence of new insights. Therefore, this research 
incorporates visual data, in the context of image-based research, into the 
phenomenological method. 
Image-based Research 
Image-based research understands and utilizes images, photographs and videos, as 
critical information, in terms of what it contains and what it can trigger. Photography is 
one of the artistic forms most evidently connected to memory. Photography is linked to 
reality since it allows an accurate registration of the visible world on a surface; it 
provides evidence of someone or something having posed in front of the camera. 
Philosopher Susan Sontag (2001) argued that photographs might be considered captured 
experiences: the camera captures a moment of life, concentrating it into a single, 
motionless image. Consequently, researchers have used photographs as evidence of a 
detailed representation of past events: in a photograph we cannot deny that its referent 
once existed, hence it can be considered an emanation of a past reality (Barthes, 2010).  
However, while photography captures and preserves an event, it also isolates it 
from the time and space where it was taken. Sontag (2001) referred to this phenomenon 
as a rupture, i.e. a lack of time and spatial continuity one might experience when 
observing the past event re-presented in a photograph. Researchers thus understand that 
additional interpretative strategies, such as the incorporation of viewers’ responses, or as 




responses to the visual data, are important to convey, reveal, and suggest unexpected 
meanings about play within SEA practices.  
Selection of the Artists 
The choosing of research participants combined purposeful sampling and 
snowballing. I selected six artists who have integrated play into their practice, who know 
other cases that are data-rich (Creswell, 2013, p. 158), and who meet the following 
criteria: (1) mid-career artists who have gained a comprehensive understanding in their 
practice of the issues concerning social space and participation; (2) artists whose work 
may be defined as SEA; (3) have dealt with the issue of participation through the 
incorporation of audiences in their making; (4) In contrast, the diversity of means, 
formats, and art disciplines that the selected artists employ is considered a variability that 
may help in understanding the complexity of each event, and across events.  
The original study focused on six artists. I interviewed all of them twice to have a 
comprehensive understanding of how their works integrated play, and how they recalled 
the experience. The ways in which they engaged in the telling of their experiences was 
critical in selecting the final three artists. The fact that the works they talked about were 
close to them in time, and that they could offer rich archival data were also considered as 
critical to the final selection. 
The first artist is Núria Güell, who I selected because of her consistent reflective 
insights as she engage in the telling of her experience in her artmaking. The second artist 
is Jordi Canudas, who I selected because of the passion with which, despite the four years 




The third artist is Nicolás Dumit-Estévez, who I selected because, while his invitation to 
participate in Play Date (2015-ongoing) while I was working on my proposal offered the 
possibility to experience play within a SEA work in a distinct capacity: That of active 
participant.   
1. Núria Güell is an artist from Catalonia, and based in Beirut, Lebanon at the time I 
interviewed her. She has worked extensively and shown in international venues 
for the past ten years, such as the recent show at Elisabeth Foundation for the Arts 
(New York, April 2016). Her work “analyzes how power oppresses and affects 
subjectivity through submission” by actions that tactically question the audience 
on assumed beliefs and understandings (“Güell,” n.d.). The overtly controversial 
character of her works, through various means and about diverse issues, has 
become the artist’s signature. Her works include Humanitarian Aid (2008-2013) 
and  Displaced Legal Application #1: Fractional Reserve (2010-2011), where 
Güell overtly confronts migratory laws and the financial system, respectively. I 
met her first during a workshop I attended in Barcelona in 2005, Occasional 
Cities, led by Italian arts collective Stalker and shaped by their exploratory and 
open–ended ways of engaging with one’s environment. Among the participants of 
the workshop there was Núria Güell. At the time she was a graduate student in 
Fine Arts at the Universitat de Barcelona (from which I also graduated), and now 
one of the most poignant artists in the international scene of SEA.  
2. Jordi Canudas is an artist and art educator based in Barcelona, at the Art and 
Design Center Escola Massana. His work often involves long-term processes 




over the past thirty years. Most recently, his work focuses on contexts in his 
proximity where he is a neighbor and a citizen. Canudas, was trained as a 
sculptor, yet his practice evolved to integrate “place, objects, and people” 
(Interview data, Canudas, 2016). At the same time, his role as an artist has 
evolved into becoming a director of projects, in his own terms. In his projects he 
mobilizes and manages diverse audiences for an extended time and through 
multileveled actions. For example, Hospital 106 4t 1a. El lloc i el temps [106 
Hospital Street, 4th Floor, Door 1, Time and Place] (Barcelona, 1995-2005), is a 
collective work made in collaboration with artists Isabel Banal. The work tracked 
the ongoing urban and social transformation of the neighborhood of El Raval––
where his studio was at that time––through a series of actions centered on the life 
of an apartment, epitomizing the radical transformation of a specific context over 
time. I have known Canudas for many years. We share similar backgrounds, both 
born and raised in Vic and in the neighborhood where the work examined in this 
study took place. We both graduated in Fine Arts from the Universitat de 
Barcelona and our paths have crossed many times, as members of the association 
for contemporary arts Haac, as art educators, and as artists in the collective 
exhibition Catalitzadors [Catalyzers] (Barcelona, 2011). While I knew about his 
work, The Builders_, it may have been because of this proximity that it took me 
half a year to recognize a potential research participant and event.  
3. Nicolás Dumit-Estévez is an artist and curator based in the Bronx, New York: a 
Bronxite, an identity he embraced officially in his performance Born Again: A 




2011). Originally from the Dominican Republic, Dumit-Estévez has worked 
extensively for the past twenty-five years in the U.S. and in international venues 
as a performance artist. He is known for his participatory performances, or 
“audience-engaging performances” in the words of The New York Times critic 
Holland Cotter’s (2004), that explore and question everyday practices that shape 
individual and collective identities. The introduction to his solo exhibition 
Performing The Bronx (Casita Maria, 2015) reads:  
   Dumit-Estévez has a sharp wit and playfulness that underlies much of 
his approach within his practice" (“Casita Maria,” n.d.). For example, in 
addition to being baptized as a rite of belonging, he has created Play Date 
(2015), an on-going integration of life and art experiences in which he 
invites residents and non-residents alike to join him in another passage 
towards being a Bronxite – climbing the enormous rock at St. Mary’s Park 
in Mott Haven. Through Play Date, Dumit-Estévez creates a lighthearted 
ceremony of kinship that celebrates the importance of site-specific fun and 
games in forming personal relationships and integrating oneself within the 
community (Licata, 2015). 
In recent years, Dumit-Estévez has been working as an independent 
curator as well, with shows revolving around the concept of place, collaboration, 
and performance, such as Enacting the Text: Performing with Words at The 
Center for Book Arts (New York, 2016) or Lettuce, Artichokes, Red Beets, 
Mangoes, Broccoli, Honey and Nutmeg: The Essex Street Market as Collaborator 
at Cuchifritos Gallery (New York, 2016), among others. I collaborated with him 




Data Sources and Locations 
Data for this research is pulled from three events: three artworks, recalled by their 
authors and through archival data consisting of photographs and video. The artworks (1) 
require the presence of the artist, or in their absence, a collaborator, in their making, (2) 
address issues of social concern, or have an interrogative design, leading to questioning 
and transforming the realities in which they are developed and presented, (3) should 
reach expression through play; that is, the works should require participants to play in 
order to experience the artwork, (4) are situated in public spaces in urban areas and are 
open to relationships with diverse audiences: youngsters, adults, professionals from the 
art field, and “non-exclusive audiences” (“Hirschhorn,” n.d.), (5) the variety of play 
forms––through the provision of rules or the absence of them––is considered a variable 
that may help in understanding the complexity of each event.  
1. Too Much Melanin, is a work by Núria Güell produced in 2013. The work, which 
developed in a public space of Goteborg in Sweden, sought to raise awareness 
about the restrictive migratory policies implemented by the Swedish government 
at the time the work was produced. The work required the presence of a 
collaborator of the artist, who invited participants, regardless of their age and 
background, to play hide-and-seek with her. Through this, play became an access 
point through which participants could experience the artwork.  
2. The Builders_, is a work by Jordi Canudas produced in 2011. The work, took 
place in the public and private spaces of a neighborhood, seeking to inquire into 




Canudas, in collaboration with schoolteachers of a neighboring public school. The 
work required the artist and the teachers to be present as a group of second-grade 
students worked on developing shapes and sizes for a block game, based on their 
experiences of their environments. In the making of the block game the students 
engaged in different actions and with diverse neighbors. When presented in a 
public gallery space, the students were invited to assemble the blocks according to 
the experience of the neighborhood and the process that led to the making of the 
blocks. 
3. Play Date, is a work by Nicolás Dumit-Estévez, started in 2015 and still ongoing, 
according to his availability. The work addresses issues of becoming part of a 
community for a short time through play. It has an interrogative design by which 
it invites participants to a play date with the artist, and through that to come to 
terms with what play is for them. The work takes place in a public park in New 
York City, and in its production and presentation engages with passersby and 
users of the park.  
In summary, I anticipate that the three selected works will respond to the research 
question by providing information about (1) the diverse ways in which artists have 
integrated play; (2) the role of play within the inner dynamics of each work; (3) the 
artists’ diverse understandings of play and of SEA practices; (4) the role of play as it 
intersects with reality, through the art practice; and (5) play’s role and contribution to 




Data Types and Instruments 
   Although phenomenologists often use literary sources (poetry, novels, stories, 
plays, etc.) as case material and as textual resources for phenomenological 
writing, non-discursive artistic material is also commonly used for 
phenomenological human science. Of course, each artistic medium (painting, 
sculpture, music, cinematography, etc.) has its own language of expression. 
Objects of art are visual, tactile, auditory, kinetic texts–texts consisting of not a 
verbal language but a language nevertheless, and a language with its own 
grammar. Because artists are involved in giving shape to their live experience, the 
products of art are, in a sense, lived experiences transformed into transcended 
configurations. (Van Manen, 2006, p. 74) 
In order to grasp the role of play, as it participates in the socially engaged art 
practices of these three artists, I will collect experiential accounts from the artists as 
primary sources. The instruments of data collection, or the gathering of experiential 
material (Van Manen, 2016) will consist of two interviews, and follow-up conversations 
with three artists. The study will collect visual documentation of the making and 
presentation of the works from the artists themselves. These visual materials, as Van 
Manen (2006) suggested, are in a sense lived experience, and hence are also considered 
primary sources. Additional, archival data, such as texts and documents about and/or by 
the artists and their works, will be collected from bibliographic sources (See Appendix A. 
Table 2).  
1. Texts and documents, collected from bibliographic sources such as journals, 
websites, and catalogues written by the artists themselves, journalists, art 
historians, critics, and curators. Texts and documents will provide a context to 
frame the philosophies with which each artist engaged in the artmaking. Such 
context will serve as a guide in the elaboration of the interview protocol (see 




2. Visual data. In this study I will collect visual documentation produced in the 
course of each SEA. Photographs and videos of the works will offer a way to 
register and render accessible the three SEA practices. This access is important 
since the central aspect of each practice lies in the process of its making rather 
than in the final product. Visual data, and in particular photography and video, 
have “enormous potential to fill in details about otherwise unreconstructable 
events, ideas, places, and lives” from a past, such as the events of this study 
(Mattson, 2010, p. 21). While photographs and videos can capture and preserve an 
event, they can also isolate it from the time and space where it was first seen and 
registered. Sontag (2001) referred to this phenomenon as rupture. Or, as the art 
critic Claire Bishop (2012) argued in her book Artificial Hells: Participatory Art 
and the Politics of Spectatorship, in which she analyzed a series of cases of 
participatory artworks, visual documentation is not always self-explanatory, and 
even more so in view of the complexity of actions carried out within the making 
of SEA. In light of this, additional data-collection instruments, such as follow-up 
conversations and interviews with the artists, can illuminate occurrences within 
and outside the photographic and video frame.  
3. Interviews. Within the context of phenomenological research, interviews serve 
two “very specific” purposes: (1) they allow the exploration and gathering of 
“experiential narrative material,” contributing to developing an in-depth 
understanding of a human phenomenon; and (2) they act “as a vehicle to develop 
a conversational relation with a partner (interviewee) about the meaning of an 




with research participants as two separate and complementary instruments of data 
collection. The first round of interviews follows a semi-structured interview 
protocol and is organized around four main areas:  (1) Background and career 
information; (2) Social space; (3) SEA; (4) Play (see interview protocol at 
Appendix D). A semi-structured interview has some degree of predetermination––
questions that I have prepared in advance, and list of topics to be covered––and 
simultaneously allows for flexibility––it does not preclude other topics that may 
arise in response to the general questions. The first set of interviews aims at 
covering the following themes:  
• Play. This theme emerged from my experience as an artist and also from the 
literature review; specifically from the study The Art of Seeing: An Interpretation 
of the Aesthetic Encounter (Csikszentmihalyi, M., & Robinson, R. E. 1991) in 
which the authors investigate the connections between the experience of play and 
aesthetic experience. I am interested how play manifests in SEA works in order to 
grasp the possible roles play can have in activating and shaping the ideas and 
actions within the making of a participatory work. I am also interested in how 
play is understood by the artist’s in the making of these works, and what they 
contribute to how play has been understood in relationship to art.  
• Participation. This theme emerged from my experience as an artist, and is also 
informed by the literature. It is my understanding that as a theme, participation is 
connected to pedagogy. For instance, SEA practices require the participation of 




accommodating everyone’s efforts. I am interested in how artists understand 
participation and how they actually integrate it in their practices. 
• Socially engaged art (SEA). This theme emerged from the literature; specifically 
from the field of art history and criticism, concerning standpoints from which to 
look at SEA practices. Current conversations addressing this issue have centered 
on art’s autonomy versus its dependence or intertwinement with other domains of 
culture, such as politics, anthropology, or education. I am interested in knowing 
how the artists in this study perceive and live their practices. 
•  Pedagogy. This theme comes from my own experience both as an educator and 
active artist, two careers that I have cultivated, yet struggled to integrate. Current 
art education literature has interpreted art practices such as SEA in terms of 
pedagogical events. I am interested in knowing in what ways these practices can 
be considered pedagogic or educational, and contribute new insights to the field 
of art education. 
• Social space. This is a theme that emerges from my own practice as an artist 
involved in developing works in public spaces. It is also informed by authors such 
as Henri Lefebvre (1970, 1991, 2013) and Richard Soja (2000), to name a few. To 
some extent I consider public spaces a material for my own practice. I am 
interested in how artists understand public space, how their works contribute to 
animate, activate or shape public spaces, and if this leads to transformation of the 




Table 3:1 Proposed Themes and Clusters 
Proposed Themes Anticipated Clusters 
Play Play is lived by SEA artists as: theme/form 
(structure)/strategy to facilitate participation 
(system)/quality of the experience (material)/other. 
Play is manifested through rules or 
limitations/freeform/other.  
Play is lived by SEA artists as serious/unserious/other. 
Play, as understood by SEA artists, is purposeful/without 
purpose/other. 
Play, as experienced by SEA artists, is 
autonomous/dependent from reality/other.  
Participation Participation is for SEA artists critical in 
shaping/sustaining/activating/presenting a work/other.  
Participation for SEA artists obstructs artistic 
autonomy/other 
SEA SEA is experienced as a practice dealing with issues 
between social utility and art’s autonomy/other. 
SEA is experienced as a practice of activism/merely 
aesthetic/educational/other. 
Pedagogy The interactions between SEA artists and participants, as 
recalled by artists, suggests teaching-learning 
experience/other 
The interactions between SEA artists and participants, as 
registered in the visual data suggests teaching-learning 
experience/other. 
Social Space Social space is understood by SEA artists as a 
material/theme/goal/structure for their practices. 
 
The second set of interviews will be open-ended and organized around the visual 
data provided by the artists in advance. This visual documentation––photographs 
and videos––aims at acting as a prompt to explore and develop further themes and 
narrative threads. It also aims at clarifying themes that could have remained 





4. Follow-up conversations. The study includes follow-up conversations with 
artists as additional instruments of data collection. Follow-up conversations “may 
start off as a mere chat,” or spark from a mutual interest of the researcher and the 
artists on aspects tackled in the interviews (Van Manen, 2006, p. 98). When a 
theme or an aspect of mutual interest emerges, “the speakers become in a sense 
animated by the notion to which they are now both oriented” (p. 98).  
This study understands the data collection instruments as connected, forming a 
dynamic system; text and documents will serve to contextualize and suggest additional 
themes to those I have anticipated, and that need to be addressed in the interviews. In 
turn, interviews will serve to explore these themes, and how they have been lived by the 
artists as they recall the concrete experience of the making of the artwork. The first 
interviews will serve, too, to collect visual data. In turn, this visual data will aid the 
researcher in analyzing and contrasting the artists’ experiential accounts gathered through 
interviews with how they become actualized and manifested in the photographs and 
videos documenting the artworks. The visual data will also serve to identify further 
themes or issues that have remain unexplored and/or unnoticed in the interviews, which 
can be explored together in the follow up conversations. Through all of this it is hoped 
that we find “a true conversation comes into being” (Van Manen, 2006, p. 98). It is then 
that there is potential for a collective and shared meaning-making between the research 





In this study I interviewed artists who are or have been involved in the making of 
SEA works that integrate play. The study contemplated the participation of the researcher 
as participant-observer of the artworks in action––in the making––and also as observer in 
the case of past artworks, which are recalled through the interview process with artists, 
and exploration of visual data about the works.  
Interviews were transcribed manually, and whenever necessary translated into 
English by myself to gain a deeper understanding of the proposed themes as discussed 
with artists. The transcription of the first interviews was be shared with the artists in order 
to identify aspects, questions or issues that both the artists and I thought that need to be 
developed and discussed in the second interview. In these first interviews I also asked the 
artists if they could provide visual documentation of their works. Further, as part of the 
combination of purposeful sampling and snowballing, I asked them if they knew other 
artists that might fit within the criteria of the study, and proceeded to select research 
participants. 
The first round of interviews proceeded upon receiving IRB approval, and upon 
sharing with prospective participants the inform consent form (see Appendix C). Hence 
the first round of interviews developed during the first six months of the year. Within this 
period of time, I also was collecting and analyzing the visual materials and texts and 
documents about the artists’ works. The second interviews was built upon the first ones, 
and revolved around themes, doubts, and issues suggested by the artists and/or the 




translated into English by me, and shared with the artists for feedback. While the study 
conceived the first interviews as face-to-face conversations with the artists in places of 
their choosing, the second set of interviews could be carried out via internet video and 
audio software. Follow-up conversations used the same procedure. The data collection 
process spanned a year. 
Data Organization and Treatment 
Prior to data collection I have anticipated a series of themes and clusters that can 
act as potential “knots” around which the “web” of lived experiences spin (Van Manen, 
2006, p. 90). These themes and clusters are distilled from the literature and my 
experiences as artist, and will serve to temporarily structure the data collected in lieu of 
the definitive identification of themes expected to emerge from the analysis of data.  
Data collected from the interviews with artists will be recorded and transcribed 
manually, and listened to multiple to times to get a sense of the whole and identify 
emerging themes. I will compare the data collected in the interviews with the anticipated 
themes and clusters, and list the accounts, quotes and images to discern whether they 
constitute a horizon of experience, in order to organize them. 
Definitive clusters or “horizon of experience” will be identified through a 
phenomenological methodology and heuristic approach. This is an attempt to discern 
phenomenological insights through reduction, variation, and synthesis of the experiential 
materials gathered (Moustakas, 1994). Here I will have to play at sorting, differentiating 




Reduction-bracketing, is a phenomenological method that ensures researcher’s 
state of openness, and at the same time attentiveness to the world. As described by Van 
Manen (2016) it consists of two basic components: reduction and bracketing. Bracketing 
“suspends or removes what obstructs access to the phenomenon,” such as the 
assumptions, expectations and judgments of the researcher. Reduction, in turn “returns, 
leads back to the mode of appearing of the phenomenon” (Van Manen, 2016, p. 215). 
While there is no complete agreement on how to go about bracketing, and it is suggested 
that each phenomenon may require a distinct approach, nonetheless I will write a 
reflective text. In it, I will render visible influences, experiences, and underlying 
expectations before approaching research participants. This reflective text constituted the 
first entry of my field notes:  
I engaged in this research captivated by apparent paradoxes contrasted 
within play, like two magnets that simultaneously attracted and repelled each 
other within the practices of SEA. I put into opposing poles (1) play’s fancifulness 
or lack of seriousness contrasted to the serious issues SEA practices deal with; 
(2) I understood play’s unpurposefulness or futility to be oppositional to SEA 
social agenda; and (3) I tended to perceive play as connected to the realm of the 
symbolic, while SEA practices dealt with actual situations, which they aimed to 
transform. At the same time my exposure to the literature on play and specifically 
flow theory, and on art education conceiving art practices as sites for pedagogy, 
made me understand play (4) as a source that could activate, sustain and shape 




The first artwork integrating play that I engaged in is 20 terreni, 6km di 
stecatti e un po’ di paura (2002). A set of cards, armies of excavators and cranes, 
a game board representing the area of a town, and other artifacts, formalized 
research I had conducted in Biella (Piemonte, Italy) about planned and 
spontaneous uses of urban spaces. The arrangement of the research as a game 
aimed at inviting audiences to think of and imagine their town as it might be 
otherwise. At that time play seemed to me to be connected to the imaginary and to 
naughty play, since players could build and also demolish their town at their 
whim, symbolically. My choosing of play as a symbolic arrangement instead of 
acting upon the actual urban spaces, as I see now, raises the question of effect; 
what are the effects and resonances of shaping an artwork as an invitation to play 
instead of as a proposal to develop aesthetic and creative actions in actual 
spaces?  
Some years later the phenomena of play emerged again. It came back to 
me through a photograph as I was preparing an exhibition called Kms. de 
hormigón (Madrid, Spain, 2004). The photograph, which I took, shows a fence 
crowned with barbed wire. In the barbed wire, a soccer ball is trapped. The 
photograph spoke to me about conflicting understandings and actual uses of 
space, and about freeform activities versus ruled and prohibited activities. It also 
spoke to me about time, about the abrupt cessation of the flow one might have 





Figure 3:1 Kms. de hormigón y otros relatos. Solé, 2004. 
I revisited the photograph as I did my presentation at the international 
forum QUAM10 Cracking the System: Citizenship and artistic practices in open 
source, playing at giving back certain continuity to the instant that my 
photographic camera captured and preserved in time. I adjusted it to the format 
of an article for publication under the same title. In the article I presented three 
recurrent figures in my career that I understand to be in close connection to play 
and to this research:  
    (1) The figure of a ball: an object that I’ve used, both metaphorically and 
physically, to talk about social space, interaction and serendipity. Even if directed 
by the player—here the researcher or the artist—balls are prone to take 
unexpected turns while moving across the space; modifying the direction of the 
research and of the art project, and generating space for people to meet.  
(2) The figure of a fence: an object I’ve used metaphorically and physically to 
draw attention to the regulation of public space and of urban life, and to arts’ 
possibility to find, highlight or create cracks in the system.  
(3) The figure of the local and the visitor: a metaphor taken from ID#4 that I’m 
using to pinpoint the exchange of knowledge that often occurs in this kind of 




as a hospital, a grocery or a soccer club—interaction with local agents have led 
me to a situation where both the artist and the project were interchanged with the 
locals: the artist becoming local and the locals visitors, and vice versa.” (Solé, in 
Parramon, 2010, pp. 30-32) 
Play and its spatial vocation, and the issue of play effects in actual spaces, 
emerged too as I was walking through the streets of Sarajevo with a group of 
artists and architects in the context of the collective research project Lost 
Highway Expedition (2006). I started kicking a small stone, which was then 
returned to me. That innocuous activity of passing a stone among us, the heedful 
attunement with the movement, the corporeality of the stone, the streets and the 
players, transformed temporarily our perception of the town, which at that time I 
felt was defined by postwar. At the same time, that spontaneous engagement with 
a stone recalled memories of my childhood playing soccer with anything that 
came into reach, with anyone who wanted, anywhere.  
 
Figure 3:2 BCN xuta! Safont-Tria & Solé, 2008 (Video Still) 
In 2008, together with the artist Glòria Safont-Tria and four colleagues 




streets and monuments of Barcelona. The unpredictable trajectories of the ball, as 
well as the uncertainty of its return, shaped our experience of the city. It also 
shaped our encounters with Barcelona’s dwellers and inhabitants. BCN Xuta! 
(2008), as we called this action, sparked and animated conversations with 
inhabitants, passersby, tourists, and service workers. The play took place within a 
context of a public space regulation that prohibited informal and spontaneous 
sporting events. The erratic drifts of the ball––in part due to the amateur 
character of the team in which I was member and participant, and also to the 
peculiarities of the dense urban fabric of Ciutat Vella, Barcelona's historical 
center––aimed at rendering visible the limits of public space, and simultaneously 
the capacity of play to generate social interaction. Aspects such as chance, risk, 
and collective endeavor emerged and contributed to my ongoing ruminations on 
play.   
A recent pilot study I undertook on the educational implications of art 
practices concerned with urban spaces was a determining factor in revising my 
understandings of play. In my interviews with Lorenzo Romito, member of the 
Italian arts collective Stalker, and within the context of the pilot study, an aspect 
that caught my attention was how Romito described the attitude within which he 
engaged in artmaking. He referred to the making of the work Campo Boario 
(1999-2006) as something involving joy and a project developed through play. 
Some months later his words still resonated in my mind, leading to the shaping of 




My ideas about play, which at first were very much connected to its spatial 
manifestation, evolved and tackled psychological aspects: the ethos of the making 
of a SEA work, or the individual perception of play, as one is engaged in the 
collective making of SEA work. This interest was partly shaped by the work of 
psychologist Mikhail Cziksentmihalyi (1997), for whom both aesthetic experience 
and play experience encourage participants’ concentration or deep involvement 
simultaneous with a feeling of effortlessness, namely flow or optimal experience. 
It was also shaped by the recent experience of making Chromakeying. 
  
Figure 3:3 Chromakeying. Solé, 2014 
Chromakeying was a type of work that I had been involved in for the past 
few years that integrated my passion for the world of illusionism, early cinema, 




urban elements––painting or covering them with green so that they operated as a 
screen––while they simultaneously vanished in the video recorded on site. 
In its iteration in Barcelona (Spain) I worked with a group of neighbors 
organized as the civic platform Recreant Cruïlles who in collaboration with 
Idensitat––a project and platform that investigates ways of impacting the public 
sphere through creative actions––launched an open call for proposals around an 
empty lot whose planned public infrastructure had been postponed indefinitely as 
the scenario of economical crisis erupted. While neighbors were for the most part 
enthusiastic about the diverse proposals developed in the empty lot, my memories 
of that time are associated with preoccupation. I was concerned about the 
technological challenges and vast dimensions of the wall and its coordination 
with the participants’ movements with the banners. I was equally concerned with 
the shared experience: What would participants in Chromakeying take from it? 
What kind of experience should I aim at or try to facilitate for the participants? 
How artists navigate through this? 
As we finished our first rehearsal––or attempt, as I like to call the actual 
vanishings of walls and obstacles––participants got close to the monitor. They 
were curious about how the green banners and flags that they had been and were 
still holding looked in the live video. They gathered around the monitor and flew 
the green fabrics in a gesture that revealed the interior of the empty lot. Yet, what 





Figure 3:4 Chromakeying. Solé, 2014 (Video still) 
Some of the neighbors started playing with the green fabric, at times 
playing as if they were bullfighters flying their capes, at times playing as if they 
were old women wearing a headscarf. At some point, the succession of gestures in 
front of the monitor evolved into the construction of a human tower. On top of it, 
laughing as the rest of participants leaned one on another, was the eldest 
neighbor and participant in the work.  
The scene described above opened further questions about play and SEA 
practice. These questions referred to the planning and unpredictability of actions 
developed in a participatory work. They referred as well to how participants’ 
experience intersected with that of the artist's. Additionally, the series of 
questions suggested that my understandings of play within SEA practices had 
evolved and now integrated pedagogy, as an event, albeit as an unresolved one 




Representation of Data in the Dissertation 
Escribir filosofía no es solo transformarse sino abrir un lugar de encuentro y de 
interpelación. (Garcés, 2015b, p. 73) 
Writing philosophy not only is to transform the self, 
but to open a space of encounter and of interpellation. 
In Filosofía Inacabada, Catalan philosopher Marina Garcés (2015b) advocated 
for an understanding of philosophy and philosophical writing as an endeavor that allows 
for one’s transformation, and opens a space of encounter and interpellation––from the 
Latin interpellare, “to interrupt by speaking,” refers to a form of questioning that disrupts 
one’s flow of thoughts and actions, that mobilizes one’s affects, and urges to reflect upon 
the self in relationship to the question asked. 
 Writing philosophy, she continued, is a means of comprehending and elaborating 
personal and collective experiences. Within this perspective, writing becomes a creative 
act. Indeed, as argued by Van Manen (2016), a heuristic approach “challenges the 
researcher to inquire and write in such a manner that the reader of the phenomenological 
text is similarly struck by or stirred to the same sense of wondering attentiveness of the 
topic under investigation” (p. 224).  
If one is to write about play, it seems appropriate to open the possibility of 
playing with writing, such as the playful possibility of setting up additional rules, or 
emulating how play manifests itself in SEA through the writing; that is, hiding and 
seeking information, or, as I propose in this research, delaying, decelerating, or 
expediting the presentation of the experiential materials gathered, in order to evoke how 
the data on play emerged––playfully––in this research. What is more, within a 




   Escribir sobre el juego implica, como mínimo, la posibilidad puramente 
combinatoria de jugar sobre la escritura, y que puede llegar al divertimento de 
ponerse exigencias y reglas adicionales, cargando la suerte en la ley sin por ello 
ser legislador. (Echevarría, 1999, p. 21) 
   Writing about play implies, at the very least, creating the possibility of 
combining play into the act of writing, with the added fun of assigning additional 
rules and requirements, making chance the rule of the game though it cannot 
make all the rules.  
Therefore in my representation of the data I propose the use of eclectic and 
fragmented narratives leading to the creation of a “hybrid text” (Kafle, 2011, p. 190). For 
eclectic I am referring to the diversity of data types represented: quotes from my 
transcripts of interviews with artists, photographs and stills of videos of the artists’ 
artworks, my experience of these materials, and texts and documents about the artists 
and/or their works. By fragmented text I understand the purposeful presentation of events 
in a way that makes explicit blind spots and unresolved issues. It is understood too that 
fragmented refers to the presentation of events in a not-linear chronology and bit-by-bit, 
in an attempt to emulate how phenomenological insight emerged in the context of this 
research. 
The integration of photographs and stills of videos aims at anchoring––pulling––
the artists and the readers to the concrete lived experiences as recounted, and evoking and 
releasing them from the “the antinomy of particularity” (Van Manen, 2016, p. 23). At the 
same time the integration of a personal narrative revolving around the analysis, 
photographs and stills, interjects the reader into the making, and also aims at pulling the 
reader into speculative thought.  
At the same time, for clarity, the presentation of the data in this study will be 




with the artists, visual materials, texts and documents. Each event will be structured 
around the proposed and emerging themes: namely,  
• Invoking Play. How artists understand play. 
• Art, Reality, and Play. How artists understand and experience SEA and how 
manifests in the telling of a work that integrated play. How artists experience play 
and how it manifested in the telling of a work that integrated play. 
• Encounter. How artists understand and experience participation, and how it 
manifests in the telling of a work that integrated play. 
Role of the Researcher  
This study assumes a social constructivist interpretative framework, in which the 
understanding of something––in this case, play––develops through subjective meanings 
of one’s experiences; meanings that are always negotiated socially and historically. 
Within this framework, meanings are “typically forged in the discussions or interactions 
with other persons,” such as the artists in this study (Creswell, 2013, p. 25), leading to the 
understanding of knowledge as something that is always situated and in the making––
negotiated. I understand my role of researcher as an active agent in the making of 
meanings about play-experience, from the moment I engage artists in conversations about 
play. I also become an active agent inhabiting the time and spaces of their narratives 
through oral accounts, the time and spaces of the photographs and videos. In doing this, I 





The validity of the data collected and the analysis draws upon phenomenological 
method of reduction-bracketing, which involves the systematic suspending of one’s 
presuppositions, biases, and taken-for-granted assumptions regarding the phenomenon 
researched (Van Manen, 2016).   
I have exposed my presuppositions, biases and assumptions regarding play as 
artist in the previous reflective piece. My presuppositions, biases and assumptions of play 
as art educator in contrast, are shaped by experiences of working with younger children 
in school settings in New York. In my teaching I see play as grounded in the materials 
and activities of art––whether these materials are an installation, a video, and whether the 
activities are the making of an artifact or the resolution of a problem posed by the 
teacher. Play is always invested in action, and manifested through conversations, and 
through making things.  
On Reflection 
 As I reflect upon the study I must acknowledge that the change of design added 
an unexpected complexity to the research. Initially the research began as case study 
structured around six SEA works that integrated play, aiming to understand the context-
specific circumstances in which play manifested. However, as I began to transcribe the 
first interviews, along with immersing myself within the visual data that the artists 
produced, I felt interpellated; questioned. As I began to analyze the data, I became aware 




play, how I played, and foremost, how as an artist I too made art through play. This was 
the moment in which the research evolved into a phenomenological study. While the 
transition from case-study to phenomenology was gradual and was motivated by lived 
experience, it reframed my approach and the questions for the second round of interviews 
with artists, and expanded the anticipated time line for the data collection and analysis.  
 A critical element in the methodology, regardless of the changes, was the visual 
materials that the artists provided to the researcher. These materials grounded the 
research by opening the possibility of new insights and occurrences to emerge. The time 
that had passed from the moment the artists had done their works was a positive aspect in 
this regard.  
Additionally, what became evident in the first interviews with artists, was that the 
artworks in this study are conceived as times and spaces to be lived through, rather than 
as objects or artifacts. The availability of the artists also had to be highly considered. 
Therefore in any further study I would recommend collecting and analyzing the visual 
materials prior to the interview process.  
Summary 
In this chapter I have presented the methodological foundations of the study, 
emphasizing how the data I first collected through interviews with artists, and how these 
were experienced by the researcher, gradually led to the modification of the research 
design: from case study to phenomenological researching in order to convey the nuances 




account I have also emphasized how the new design is a study framed in 
phenomenological research supported with visual data framed within image-base 
research, and how the two contribute to a conception of phenomenology as having an 




Chapter IV— EVENTS 
Introduction 
 This chapter presents the results of the collection and analysis of the three events 
considered in this study. The artists developing these events each integrated play into 
their practices in different capacities, addressing distinct issues, and responding to 
different contexts. In each case it is through the play of the event participants that the 
artwork is activated, produced and presented.   
 I have organized the artists’ experiences into narratives of the three distinct 
events. The narratives for each event draw on experiential materials collected from my 
interviews and follow-up conversations with the artists. They also contain photographs 
and stills of videos of their works, acting as imaginal experiences (Van Manen, 2016) 
allowing us access, through images, of aspects of the original experience. The recalling 
and telling of the experiences by the artists is circumscribed in the time and space of this 
research, as is my role of researcher trying to pull these experiences out. Just as play 
activated the original art experiences, the play of revisiting and reflecting on these works, 
taken up in this research itself, became itself a dynamic and performative event (Denzin, 
2001, 2003). 
 Taking up this play at the level of the research itself, I have also included a 
personal narrative resulting from my immersion in photographs and videos of the events. 
These photos, and the narratives they engender, are intended here as punctuations of the 




allows for another mode of inhabiting and living with the people captured by the camera 
who engaged in the works in different capacities, with their words, their gestures and 
movements.  
 Just as play is activated in distinct ways in each of the three events—drawing on 
Hide-and-seek, Block Games, and Free Play—in my accounting of the three artist’s 
experiences, I attempt to allow these to emerge through the distinctive experience of 
research itself. Elements emerge in a non-linear fashion, things are disclosed bit by bit, 
and they require the researcher (and the reader) to inhabit a place of suspense. This 
requires suspending expectations as the materials gathered in the two interviews, follow-
up conversations, and the collection of archival materials, is rendered available bit by bit. 
Like blocks, not until the end of the writing will the outlines of a larger structure begin to 
show themselves. In my accounting of these events I have let things emerge through 
freeform writing, responding in the moment to the experiential materials and my own 
experience. 
 At the same time, these playful modes of accounting will follow three thematic 
threads common to each of the events: 
• Invoking Play  
• Art, Reality, and Play 
• Encounter 
Under the title Invoking Play, I present how play was called upon during the 
interview process. Before the interviews I perceived play as a distinct and critical feature 
in the work of the selected artists. The artists, however, perceived play as a tool like any 




had anticipated. Their responses made me think that the phenomena of play in this 
research itself manifested in an essentially playful manner: elusive, hiding in the data, 
and oftentimes making me feel myself played. That was the moment where I turned to the 
analysis of the visual materials and in doing so discovering fragments of conversations or 
instants of an action that suggested spontaneous manifestations of play. As conversations 
with artists evolved, play started to emerge, always connected to the artists’ narratives 
about how their practice intersects with everyday life settings. 
The sections Art, Play, and Reality address and expand on the artist’s narratives 
about how their practices intersected the contexts of production and presentation of the 
works: public and private spaces in three different cities, which by way of play are 
transformed. Artists invited passersby and visitors of an art Biennial to play hide-and-
seek in a public space; they selected individuals to join the artist in sliding down a rock in 
a public park; or they invited second-grade students of a school to experience the 
measures, forms and colors of their public and private environments in order to create a 
wooden blocks game. The developing actions in each of these works raise questions 
about the phenomena of play and its role in relationship to art and reality.  
Under the title Encounter I present an emerging theme from the interviews with 
artists as we discussed the participatory component of their practice. While a 
characteristic of SEA practices is the artists’ desire to have a rapport with the audience, 
the organization of participation in the work through play exposed––in some cases 
deliberately, in others spontaneously––an unexpectedness within social interactions. 
Rapport, for artists and event-participants, was developed under the parameters of an 




First Event | Hide-and-Seek 
Figure 4:1 Too Much Melanin. Güell, 2013 (Courtesy of the artist) 
A close-up of a boat hull floating on quiet waters covers almost the full 
frame of a photograph (Figure 4:1). In the background there is a bridge and a 
person kayaking. Blending with the whiteness of this sheet of paper, you will find 
at the right side of the picture a thin strip of white surface with hinges in what 
seems to be the corner of a ship container. A hand is intriguingly wrapping 
around the edge of the container. It is Maria’s hand (Field notes data, Sole, 
2016). 
The description above corresponds to a photograph taken in and presented in the 
context of Too Much Melanin (2013), a work by the artist Núria Güell, produced and 




who asked passersby, GIBCA visitors, and tourists, to play hide-and-seek with her. As 
the artist put it, the works “asked the art institution to commit…to take risks” by hiring 
Maria, a pseudonym of an asylum-seeker living in Sweden and whose asylum had been 
denied, to play hide-and-seek with passersby at the harbor esplanade (Interview data, 
Güell, 2015). In her everyday life, and up to the moment Maria was hired for GIBCA, she 
had been attempting to normalize her status while hiding from the Swedish authorities for 
about eight years.  
The photograph’s purpose was to introduce to the local press the upcoming work 
conceived and produced within the Goteborg Biennial (from now on GIBCA.) In my first 
interview with the artist, she commented that taking this photograph raised strong 
feelings both for Maria and the artist; feelings that would arise again as the audience of 
GIBCA participated in Too Much Melanin. The photograph captures Maria’s hand in the 
act of hiding, on this occasion, from Güell’s camera. Maria was feeling uneasy about 
posing in front of the camera’s eye—acting, here, as a public eye—and likewise, the 
artist was feeling uneasy for placing Maria in play, that is, in a vulnerable and exposed 
position. This was, as the artist recalled, “another harsh moment.” In order to avoid 
Maria’s face being revealed to the mass media, the day before the press conference, they 
took pictures of Maria hiding. In this photographic session Maria was not playing for real 
but posing as if she was playing and hiding. However, in pretending that she was playing  
Maria became very nervous and I felt terrible. It was because of the post-
traumatic stress triggered by images that came to Maria’s mind. Images of the 
many times she had had to hide during the eight years she lived and hid in 
Sweden. I felt very terrible, because ‘why does she have to play now for two 





Despite these intense feelings, both Maria and Güell were committed to giving 
visibility to the increasingly restrictive policies on migration forcing Maria into a 
marginalized and hidden position in her everyday life. In this first event in the study, the 
recounting of this photographic session serves to introduce how play was experienced, 
and to suggest how play may consistently stumble upon reality. 
Invoking Play  
 Núria Güell is an artist known for putting in check the belief systems and power 
structures governing society.1  The integration of play in her practice is less known. Her 
other works are more overtly confrontational, and that has become the artist’s signature. 
Yet, one might feel compelled—as the artist reflected during the first interview—to 
locate an element of play in her modus operandi itself: studying how different ecosystems 
operate, and by way of “displacement” applying their tools and ways of functioning––
“logics” in the artists’ words––to other contexts and situations. With this replication and 
displacement of “logics” into other situations, Güell subverts, put in crisis, and transform 
social systems (Interview data, Güell, 2015). From this perspective, play is manifested in 
her response to art institutions that commission her for “a political or social art project,” 
with a proposal that is activist and that simultaneously asks institutions “to commit and 
take risks… to go beyond [their] limits” (Interview data, Güell, 2015).  
                                                
1 Putting in check is a direct translation of the Spanish expression “poner en jaque,” which is borrowed 




Displacement. In invoking play in this manner we already encounter a challenge. 
It refuses to stay put. And so already, we find a digression from our themes, and must 
acknowledge this operation of displacement. Indeed, this elusiveness and unexpectedness 
was at play from the beginning. I had initially approached the artist regarding a work 
called Offside (2009), which inserted the game of hide-and-seek with an audience into a 
public gallery space. While discussing her understandings of public spaces, I asked her to 
develop what she meant by interpellation–– from the Latin interpellare, “to interrupt by 
speaking,” refers to a form of questioning that disrupts one’s flow of thoughts and 
actions, that mobilizes one’s affects, and urges to reflect upon the self in relationship to 
the question asked. She associated public spaces with interpellation, as sites where 
audiences encounter and are called out by the “possibility” that her work poses (Interview 
data, Güell, 2015). That was the moment she started recounting the work Too Much 
Melanin (2013), and the moment too that my attention as researcher was displaced from 
Offside (2009) to Too Much Melanin (2013).  
In order to understand this displacement, I propose another displacement: to go 
back to the first work, Offside, to see how the artist first came up with the idea of 
integrating play in her art practice, in the form of a game set within the prescribed space 
of an art gallery. In 2009 Güell was invited to participate in a collective exhibition in 
Spain, which was centered on art and play––Jugart (Girona, 2009). 2 It was then that the 
relationship between play and the issue of migratory policies emerged for the first time. 
The artist had received the commission to participate in Jugart at a time when the 
                                                
2 Jugart, the original title of the exhibition emerges from the contraction of the two words in Catalan play 




Spanish Immigration Acts Laws were being changed by the government. From then on, 
the possibility to obtain or renew residence status depended on having an employment 
contract. Such changes occurred while Spain was facing an economic crisis—originating 
with the 2008 global financial crisis—with unprecedented unemployment rates. The 
change in the law, coupled with the increase in unemployment rates, meant many 
immigrants lost their contracts while remaining in the country, undocumented.  
Initially, Güell was interested in concepts such as “hiding” and “disappearing,” 
which she associated with play (Interview data, Güell, 2015). For her, these two concepts 
materialized in the everyday life of the undocumented people whom she contacted and 
interviewed. At that time, these migrants gathered in peripheral industrial areas, hiding 
from authorities while seeking to be employed in construction sites as part of an irregular 
workforce. For Güell, children’s games that involve hiding, such as hide-and-seek, 
operated as a “metaphor” for this unexpected and uncertain condition: hiding from 
authorities while simultaneously seeking employers or employers seeking them as well 
(Interview data, Güell, 2016).  
In another displacement, this superposition of the elusive reality of immigrant 
experience challenges us to play with what is going on in the familiar game of hide-and-
seek. In this popular children’s game typically one player covers his or her eyes and after 
giving the others time to hide goes looking for them. There are multiple variations of the 
game, such as the existence of a home base where the other players may run to in order to 
be safe in spite of having been discovered in their secret spot. In general, however, it 




movement hiding from one another while simultaneously expecting to be found. The 













Figure 4:2 Offside. Güell, 2009 (Courtesy of the artist) 
The gallery space, as captured in the photograph (Figure 4:2), presents a 
close-up of a white wall, with a white radiator. There is an adult crouched behind 
the radiator. Only part of the body is in sight. Part of it is gleaming on the black-
waxed floor and guides your gaze back to the body, to Mamadou’s body. In an 
attempt to restore the context where this photograph was taken, you may imagine 
that when the exhibition opened, the artwork manifested the act of avoiding or 
hiding from the audience. Occasionally, as the audience explored the gallery 




found. You may also imagine that in between the actions of hiding and seeking, 
the emptiness and silence of the gallery spaces pervaded the experience of the 
audience (Field notes data, Sole, 2016). 
The narrative above is my description of a photograph taken within Offside 
(2009). The photograph, which was staged and taken for promotional purposes, serves 
now as an invitation to think about how the gallery space was transformed into a space 
for action—into a playground. It highlights how the displacement of a child’s game into 
the prescribed space of a gallery challenges us to rethink not just what the “proper” place 
of hide-and-seek is and what we are doing when we experience it’s play, but also the 
nature of art spaces themselves. In Offside, we can see how the theme of play and 
displacement emerged. Through the photograph we can discover something of the 
movement––the manifested corporeality––of bodies hiding from one another and 
simultaneously expecting to be found. 
As the play of hiding and seeking within Offside is picked up and displaced into 
Too Much Melanin (2013), further aspects of this play—already nascent in Offside—
come to light.  Güell’s referencing of Too Much Melanin to explain the interpellation that 
happens in public spaces suggests that play and it’s displacements don’t merely happen 
within art spaces, but that both art and play potentially suspend and challenge the 
experiences of the borders and interiors of these spaces themselves. Play doesn’t just 
potentially take place within art; it puts art itself in play. The experience of play isn’t just 
something that we can experience in “the real world”; reality itself might be at play. 





Art, Play, and Reality  
 Güell’s work has been shown under the labels of SEA, Social Practice, and 
Utilitarian Art, to name just a few. The variety of labels does not seem to be of a 
particular relevance to the artist, instead risking predetermining the work and giving too 
much weight to the intentions of the artist. “I’m not interested in labels,” she said. “What 
makes me uncomfortable” about labels is that some of the so-called social art practices 
contribute to maintaining “the status quo and [hence] reduce the need for changing 
things.” (Interview data, Güell, 2015). This stance and strong feelings emerged already as 
an art student. She recalled that she used to spend hours in the sculpture studio working 
on sculptural projects, and remembered feeling frustrated because of the innocuousness 
of such practice. She craved more responsiveness between what was happening inside the 
art studio and what was happening in the outer everyday life. From her desire to produce 
what she called an “effect” on reality, she decided that from then on her art practice 
would have some kind of impact, independent of its fitting within current art terminology 
(Interview data, Güell, 2015). In addition, this shift toward prioritizing the effect of a 
work also involved a shift away from attention on the artist’s intentions and the work’s 
statement. The issue with terms such as SEA lies in the ignorance of what she calls “the 
ethics of consequences.” While she acknowledged that the consequences of a work “are 
always unpredictable” and that she tries to “control” them in her “methodology, they 
always slip away” (Interview data, Güell, 2015).  
For Güell it is crucial that her works function in two realms, pursuing a twofold 
function. On the one hand, works need to function within the art system, to which she 




within everyday life, to which the work must contribute as a “resource” for citizens. It is 
important is that anyone—from professionals in the art world, to people like her 
hometown “punk rock friends”—can relate to the artwork and use it as a resource. This, 
she concluded is the “barometer of the success” of a work (Interview data, Güell, 2015).  
This twofold function doesn’t just straddle two domains, but appears to always be 
moving in two directions at once, looking to effect the domains themselves. Nor does it 
simply rest in the work itself, but is at play and permeates her use of language in the 
interview process as well. Güell expressed her thoughts through the use of a rather bold 
and direct language in combination with rather sophisticated concepts such as 
interpellation, subjectivity, and otherness, to name a few.  
This twofold function of her works manifested in the archival data collected as 
well. For instance, in Offside (2009) Mamadou’s employment contract, which was signed 
in the same suburban areas where he and many other undocumented residents hid, was 
photographed and presented along with images of the actual enactment of hide-and-seek 
in the gallery space. This suggested a symmetrical treatment by the artist of actions 
developed within the gallery acting as a play space, and the actions developed in 
everyday life. At the same time, Mamadou's participation and employment in the 
exhibition Jugart had an external impact upon his everyday life. Paradoxically, it 
removed “the need for him to hide from the police in his everyday life because the 
contract provided him with the opportunity to ask for his legal immigration papers” 
(“Güell,” n.d).  
While play, and in particular hide-and-seek, seemed at first glance to mirror the 




other dimensions of play and its intertwinement with everyday life emerged at the end of 
the first interview. Her projects also functioned at a personal level as “symbolic 
vengeances” upon something that “traumatizes” her. Quite unexpectedly Güell 
concluded, “all projects are like games in my life…missions that I impose upon myself or 
[projects] I decide to devote my time to. And [through these projects] I build my real life” 
she concluded (Interview data, Güell, 2015). This suggests that the twofold functions of 
her practice are mediated in some fashion by operations of play.  
Too Much Melanin (2013) was conceived as a response to an invitation to 
participate in the 2013 Biennial of Goteborg (GIBCA) that was to be devoted to play 
under the title Play! Recapturing the Radical Imagination. The phenomena of play hence 
developed in the work as an extrinsic theme; as a guest.  
At the same time she received the commission Sweden was implementing REVA, 
a project promoted by the Swedish government, aimed at “maintaining order” through 
increasing the number of immigrant deportations, and through economically rewarding 
“police agents for each immigrant they manage to deport” (“Güell,” n.d.). In view of the 
humanitarian position that Sweden had historically played with regards to asylum 
seekers, Güell became “interested in re-thinking the ideological turn” (idem), and hence 
came back to the hide-and-seek game she had used previously in Offside (2009).  
Güell worked side by side with the curatorial team of GIBCA, and with a Swedish 
NGO devoted to assist undocumented residents, which proposed her working with Maria. 
At that time, without knowing the background of Maria, the artist had decided on the title 
of her work––Too Much Melanin––which is an overt reference to the racial profiling 




manage migratory fluxes: The message was delivered by a worker, 3 an undocumented 
resident, through the enactment of a hide-and-seek game with the audience. The 
undocumented resident was hired and thereby able to legalize temporarily his or her 
status in the foreign country of residence.  
Prior to the opening of the GIBCA Güell and Maria played as rehearsal hide-and-
seek at the harbor’s esplanade. The artist, she described, was worried “for her [Maria], 
not so much for [the future at that time] participants” of Too Much Melanin (2013). Her 
worrisome was that by enacting the hide-and-seek game Maria “connected with reality” 
and this––Maria’s back and forth from the sphere of play to reality––“was difficult to 
manage” (Interview data, Güell, 2015). 
Play, Güell suggested, would operate between art and reality as a mechanism: 
“Play seems naïve, just like hide-and-seek game seems…but in reality [play within the 
context of Too Much Melanin] is transformed into something very harsh… it becomes a 
mechanism; less aggressive to the public since it doesn’t seem to ask [the public] to 
commit. It is as if I was taking advantage of [the public] symbolic and ludic capital” 
(Interview data, Güell, 2015). In the actual enactment of hide-and-seek in the Goteborg 
harbor during GIBCA, once Maria had been discovered from her hideout she would 
explain to participants why she was playing, and hence to my understanding, spoiled the 
game.  
And after one year they say now you have to go back, there is no war in Kosovo. 
And he said: You must go back. And at that time I was so tired and so sick. I had 
post-traumatic symptom because I don’t see nothing in future. We have come two 
                                                
3 By delivering a message I’m referring to the communicative act of the artwork, which in this project is 




times here, we went back in Kosovo, and try in Kosovo and it has been so terrible. 
And now we are from 2007. In 2009 they said you must go back and now we said: 
No, we are staying even if it is illegal. In this time I have been so sick with post-
traumatic symptom, I don’t remember so much what has happened in this time. 
Every night I was going to the window and see if police was going around, police 
coming. (“Güell,” n.d.)  
The quote above is the partial transcription of the voice over of the video 
documenting Too Much Melanin, which is narrated by Maria.  
You may imagine the recurrence of Maria’s narration within the game 
mobilized in her strong emotions. You may also imagine that as Maria told the 
same story again and again to her seekers other emotions were mobilized too. 
You may want to think that some of these emotions had already been predicted, or 
rehearsed in the work meetings that Maria and Güell sustained prior to the 
Biennial’s opening (Field notes data, Sole, 2016).  
In the preliminaries of the work, when Güell moved to Sweden and started 
working with activists about migratory policies, and when she got to know Maria, Güell 
recalled becoming for “the first time” aware of how in her “measurement” 
communicating what she envisioned for GIBCA, she was being “condescending.” Güell 
wanted to protect Maria, who the artist continued, “was direct; called things by its name. 
[This] was a moment that made me reflect” (Interview data, Güell, 2016). Instead they 
both engaged in the making of the work, and prior to the opening of GIBCA, played as 




 Encounter  
In public spaces like the harbor, there is the possibility of a “more real encounter, 
so to speak” said the artist, “or better said, of encountering with anyone other who is not 
trained,” neither prepared to relate to an artwork in an everyday setting.  
In such spaces it is possible “to have a greater impact on the other’s subjectivity” 
(Interview, Güell, 2015). The location of her works within these contexts operates a 
“disruption”. It is as if it changes the habits, assumptions, or as she proposed by way of 
metaphor one’s  “musical score and renders possible the encounter with the other” 
(Interview, Güell, 2016).  
The Goteborg harbor did not provide “parameters” for the unprepared spectator. 
One was not expecting to relate to an artwork. According to Güell, one might not even 
have been aware that one was part of the audience of an artwork, and that was something 
that seemed to be critical for the artist.  
Two men are standing in the harbor. Their faces are covered with their 
hands (Figure 4:3). Both hold flyers while they keep their faces hidden. They seem 
to be counting. As they finish counting and take their hands off their faces, they 
smile. In the next take of the video, you see them scrutinizing the inside of a blue 
dumpster. You later see the two men walking and going in opposite directions to 
then gather and explore together the bushes in front of a building. At some point, 
the camera focuses on one of the men. He is walking toward a stoop. Suddenly, he 
raises his arms into the air and puts his hands on his hips. He has discovered 











Figure 4:3 Too Much Melanin. Güell, 2013 (Video Still) (Courtesy of the artist) 
A few minutes later, the man is chatting amicably with Maria. He moves 
his head up and down, as if nodding in assent. The conversation ends with both 
Maria and the man smiling. The last take of the video features Maria standing in 
the right side of the frame, next to the stoop where she was hidden a moment ago. 
She stares at the two men walking away, toward the boats moored in the 
Goteborg harbor (Field notes data, Sole, 2016). 
Nothing else, except for a bill posted at the harbor’s esplanade asking “Do you 
want to play 'hide-and-seek' with a political refugee?” and the presence of Maria in 
person waiting close by informed passersby about their proximity to an artwork or gave 
them hints about how to relate to it. Indeed, Maria’s task in the unfolding of the artwork 
was to invite passersby to play hide-and-seek by asking players to cover their eyes while 
she hid somewhere in the harbor awaiting to be discovered. While one may assume that 
each game developed distinctly and according to the unexpected skills and efforts that 




modified––tweaked in Güell’s words––so that the audience would be always the ones 
seeking. By that, it seemed to me that play started as well as material of Güell’s art 
practice.  
Some of the participants, Güell argued, took the play literally, as a fanciful 
activity. Others instead, felt gradually uneasy while seeking out Maria, as though, by 
playing the seeker’s role, they became aware of the power relationship involved in the 
game. In other words, they became aware of emulating the chasing of undocumented 









Figure 4:4 Too Much Melanin. Güell, 2013. (Video still) (Courtesy of the artist) 
Maria is standing at the harbor, at times staggering as she waits for 
someone to play with (Figure 4:4). She wears a casual outfit: a pair of sneakers, a 
skirt and a T-shirt. It gives her a rather unremarkable appearance that blurs any 
indication of her age or background. She turns her head to look to her right, and 




man and a woman, who seem to come from the direction of a boat, walk in. 
Suddenly, the man lifts his right arm pointing towards the right, as if indicating 
the direction to follow. Then the couple splits: The man walks to his left while the 
woman walks in the opposite direction. The camera follows the woman. From the 
distance, the man stares at the woman as if reassuring him that she is walking in 
the opposite direction. The woman walks by a blue dumpster. The next take of the 
video is a close-up of the woman standing still seemingly involved in a 
conversation with someone hidden at the corner of a building. She nods her head 
up and down with an expression of gravity and deeply immersed in what her 
interlocutor is saying (Field notes data, Sole, 2016).  
The scene of the video documenting Too Much Melanin described above also 
captures also a certain familiarity. It is a familiarity suggested by the splitting of the 
couple, which seems a strategy to improve the performance in the game; that is, covering 
a major area to create a shortcut and chase Maria. It is, to my understanding, a familiar 
part of the game of hide-and-seek, which Güell had spontaneously referred before to as 
symbolic and ludic capital.  
Some passersby refused to play. If that happened, Maria would tell them what lay 
behind her invitation to play: that is, a replication through play of the actual scenario of 
immigrant population being scrutinized and chased within the new governmental 
migratory policies, namely REVA. Others become upset with the invitation to play hide-
and-seek with a political refugee. These responses were not new for Maria. For her, the 




“reality––racism, segregation––that she knew better than us. And that recurred in the 
work, which was hard” for the artist (Interview data, Güell, 2015).  
Collaboration. In the enactment of play or presentation of Too Much Melanin to 
the audience, Maria would become a collaborator of the artist, or in Güell’s words, an 
“accomplice.” Accomplice, in its original Catalan còmplice, equally expresses nearness 
and the criminal nature of a collaborative endeavor. The artist has applied this concept 
too in relation to other artworks––Offside (2009) or more recently The Flower Fair 
(Colombia, 2015-2016); in works where the communication with the audience required 
the presence of a third person or group of people. Indeed, one of the most rewarding 
aspects of her work is the  
relationships with people; and to create complicity with those I work with, with 
those I share a common cause we are both concerned about; it would not work for 
me to work with someone who plays hide-and-seek for money, or for another 
reason. It was vital in this case that [Maria] had a political awareness regarding 
what we worked in the project and what we wanted to communicate. (Interview 
data, Güell, 2015)   
These collaborations allowed the artist to gain insights that otherwise would not 
be possible; to gain a “knowledge from the other person, which I should conceptualize 
someday.” As for the audience of Too Much Melanin, all of them became players, 
whether they accepted Maria’s invitation to play or refused it.   
I intended to put the Swedish [audience] in a situation of acting as if police…All 
this public at the end is who has the right to vote, all this public of the work––
citizens and passersby––have the right to vote and can decide about these policies 
that were impacting Maria and this is why it seemed to me that it was important to 
interpellate them in an individual level, from person to person. (Interview data, 
Güell, 2015)     
Once the 2013 Goteborg Biennial ended, once Maria’s play with the audience 




surged, to which GIBCA contributed to organize, and some months later was 
materialized. This trajectory was unforeseen and developed spontaneously without any 
other motivation than the interest of participants/players. Thus, Maria's playful 
participation in an art project led to the unexpected outcome of her gaining an essential 
necessity for furthering her status as an “out in the open member” of her society who no 
longer would need to hide. This unintended consequence of Güell's work illustrates the 
unpredictability of play within art and its effect on everyday life; it suggests too that the 
artist succeeded at least in play understood as an attempt to “expand the [institutional] 
limits” (Interview data, Güell, 2015).  
Epilogue  
During the interview process and follow up conversations Güell manifested:  
I have been thinking about encounters. I think what I do is to create dispositive to 
facilitate the listening of the other’s singularity. It is not so much about giving 
voice, which is how my work is often interpreted…which I do, but foremost it is 
about facilitating the listening of the other’s singularity, of things that wouldn’t be 
known otherwise. (Interview data, Güell, 2016)  
Second Event | Blocks Game 
A wide room is illuminated by the daylight coming from the windows and 
glass doors. There is a blue mattress leaning on wooden stall bars. It is a school 
gym, empty and in silence. In the following images captured by the camera, 
conversations, bodies in movement, and geometrical shapes start filling up the 





Figure 4:5 The Builders_ Canudas, 2011 (Courtesy of the artist) 
A kid holds a rectangular piece of Kraft paper. He is standing and 
seemingly hesitating about placing it. In front of him the artist encourages him to 
place it next to a piece of paper that lies on the floor. Behind them a group of kids 
and adults are unfolding, holding, and carrying back and forth similar pieces of 
paper. The gym floor gradually becomes filled with diverse geometrical cut out 
papers. In the midst of kids moving across the gym, one may hear the teacher 
asking the students to look carefully at the cut out shapes and to choose one.  
     In the following take, the kids walk in line along the rope, slowly as if 
ruminating. They follow the artist’s pace with their eyes fixed on the cut out 
shapes. “It’s a square and it’s a computer from my home,” explains a boy to the 
camera while holding a piece of Kraft paper. In the next take the group of kids 




rocking movement of their bodies occasionally accompanies each number’s 
proclamation. At the opposite side of the room, the teacher dramatically moves 
her arms up at the pace of the counting, while the artist, who is crouched between 
the kids and the teacher, counts the cut out shapes by ones, pointing at each shape 
with his finger. “100, 101, 102, 103, 104, 105…”—the kids chant. “No! There are 
103!” interjects the artist. In the last take, the kids spontaneously get up. They 
start clapping, jumping and celebrating the 103 shapes they managed to seize. 
The artist too participates in this spontaneous celebration (Field notes data, Sole, 
2016). 
My description of the scene above describes selected fragments of a video 
documenting On the Doorstep_and The Builders, an artwork by Jordi Canudas –the 
second research participant. On the Doorstep_ and The Builders is an art project that puts 
in relationship the artist’s experiences growing up as a child in a specific neighborhood 
with today’s children of that same neighborhood. The Builders_ is the section of the 
project that addressed the experiences of others, in contrast to On the Doorstep_ centered 
on the artist’s personal experiences. 4  
The Builders_ (2011) was carried out during a school year with a group of six and 
seven-year-old students and their teachers, who, by a series of actions, were playing and 
simultaneously working in the creation of a wooden block game. 5 The scene captures the 
seriousness and excitement with which the kids engaged in the project. It also captures 
the artist’s involvement and the students’ joyfulness once they accomplished a collective 
                                                
4 I am using the original title of the artwork, which is hyphenated: The Builders_ 




goal: the selection of prototypes that would constitute the pieces of a wooden blocks 
game.  
The recount of this session in which artist, teachers and students worked together 
at the school, serves in the context of this study, to introduce how play was experienced 
in the second event, and to suggest how in this event play will appear always invested in 
action, and linked and confused with the developing actions. 
Invoking Play 
  Canudas is an artist known for his interest in place and for his capacity to 
mobilize, organize, and manage diverse people and their involvement through extended 
projects centered on the everyday life of spaces, in which the artist is “part of the place” 
as “neighbor” and “citizen” (Interview data, Canudas, 2016). While place is a recurrent 
feature in his career, play is not, as he stated we were to begin the interview process. 
“The theme of play…hasn’t been very important in my projects.”  
On the Doorstep_and The Builders (2011), a project carried out in conjunction 
with a group of teachers and students of a La Sínia public school at El Remei (Vic, Spain) 
play emerged as a distinct feature—as a “singularity” (Interview data, Canudas, 2016). 
On the Doorstep_and The Builders is a complex work that mobilizes and blends aspects 
pertaining to art, territory and education (“Parramon,” nd). Its complexity––a term I 
borrowed from the artist as he referred the complexity of working in context-specific 
projects––lay in the multileveled processes and actions, and numerous participants that it 
involved—100 approximately—which in turn, were intertwined through play. The series 




the team of teachers and the artist. Within this trajectory, however, there was a certain 
degree of improvisation: “It was like fragments that were assembled one to another… 
flowing” one to another, Canudas noted in follow-up conversation (Follow up 
conversation data, Canudas, 2017).  
In 2009, when Canudas started playing with the initial idea for the project, he 
used to spend time in the neighborhood of El Remei where we had grown up, visiting his 
parents who still lived there. He desired to get to know “firsthand” what he perceived as 
an ongoing significant social and urban transformation of the neighborhood. “Who lives 
now in the neighborhood I grew up in? Who lives now in the buildings I lived in? What 
boys and girls play where I played?” 6 These were some of the artists’ questions that draw 
his attention to the youngest inhabitants of the neighborhood and ultimately to play 
(Blanch, 2016).  
Enthusiasm. At the beginning of the interview process, the play element that I 
brought into discussion with Canudas was perceived by him as a way to “unfold a 
project” (Interview data, Canudas, 2016). As the interviews evolved and as we went 
through the different actions carried out in The Builders_, further and unexpected 
expressions of play emerged. These expressions spoke of certain qualities of play, such as 
ambiguity, and enthusiasm. 7 
In the interviews Canudas would oftentimes refer to the concept of “enthusiasm,” 
which he initially related both to play and children. “Any play form must have 
                                                
6 Translation by the author. 





enthusiasm,” the artist stated. Enthusiasm was brought into play as the artist spoke about 
his former neighborhood, and also about the controversies on cultural diversity that 
permeated the everyday life of the town. At that time, it seemed to me that enthusiasm 
was primarily understood as a temperament. In an article by art curator Ramon Parramon 
(Canudas et altri, 2012), enthusiasm is presented as the temperament that sustained 
participants’ engagement in the project. Some years later, in the article “El artista como 
ciudadano, el artista como vecino” [The Artist as Citizen, The Artist as Neighbor] 
(Blanch, 2016, pp. 135-153), the concept of enthusiasm is revisited. On this occasion, it is 
mentioned as a standpoint, as a way of looking at a particular context. In this last 
significance, and as he and I discussed during our interviews, enthusiasm appeared 
connected to the concept of place. “Play was important to launch this project [which] 
sought at giving visibility to a reality” as a tool to go “beyond its [apparent] 
difficulties…and from enthusiasm [be able] to create relationships and speak about this 
place as undergoing change” (Interview data, Canudas, 2016). He referred to qualities of 
play such as intensity, climax, momentum, or situation, which to my understanding, 
referred to the utter absorption of players as they play. It was in relation to this state of 
mind––state of possibility, in Canuda’s words––that he described enthusiasm. The 
description yet, came through metaphor. In the metaphor playing would be equivalent to 
synching one’s antennae into unexplored frequencies; it would be, to my understanding, 
about one’s disposition to suspend one’s assumptions and perspective on a specific issue, 
and to sustain this perspective through the creation of new connections and resolutions 





the artist said about play in The Builders_ as “living what you are doing in that precise 
moment,” in Canudas's words (Follow up conversation data, Canudas, 2017). 
Art, Play, and Reality 
El Remei neighborhood of Vic is traditionally blue-collar. Its population, both at 
the time of the artists’ childhood and today, is generally a product of successive 
migratory waves of immigrants to Catalonia. In the sixties and seventies, many 
immigrants who settled in the neighborhood came from the south of Spain (Interview 
data, Canudas, 2016). But in 2011, when On the Doorstep_and The Builders took place, 
this scenario had undergone significant changes. While the neighborhood maintained its 
blue-collar character, and was the entry point or first home for those settling in Vic, 
global capitalism had impacted the neighborhood’s demographics. The current migratory 
waves now came from North Africa, West Africa, South Asia, and South America. By 
early 2000, El Remei had become one of the most culturally diverse neighborhoods of 
Vic. This fact, together with the culmination of the urban development Pla de Barris, a 
urban renewal of the neighborhood, had transformed El Remei's urban and social 
landscape. The neighborhood’s public school of La Sínia, which opened in 2007, had 
more than twenty-five nationalities among the four hundred students at that time. Such 
transformation of the neighborhood was not free of conflict. Indeed, the cultural diversity 
became a fertile ground for anti-immigration discourses of a right-wing party, which later 
on—in the 2011 municipal elections—achieved its most substantial representation up to 




cultivating a narrative that paired diversity with conflict, and threatened to bring about 











Figure 4:6 The Builders_ Canudas, 2011 (Courtesy of the artist) 
A yellow line divides the photograph into two areas: the asphalt surface of 
the street, and a bold new sidewalk (Figure 4:6). Another yellow but 
perpendicular line suddenly breaks through the diagonal. It is a measuring tape 
held by a kid acrobatically leaning over the sidewalk’s edge. He holds both 
extremes of the measuring tape with his hands, which simultaneously sustain the 
weight of his body. He seems to be turning his head in a gesture that reveals the 
presence of the camera witnessing his unusual action, and in turn, you, the 
viewer. Behind him, you may find a group of three kids forming a spontaneous 
circle around a piece of paper. They seem to be fully invested in some sort of 




with the street’s surfaces offers a clue of their purpose. You may think of 
roadwork workers and the initial measurements for an upcoming major work. You 
may think too of topographers working at mapping and describing the surface 
features of the street. You may think of kid’s dramatic play, playing as if they 
were professionals (Field notes data, Sole, 2016) 
My description of the photograph above introduces one of the first actions carried 
out within The Builders_ (2011): It captures the moment in which some students of La 
Sínia School explored a street, documenting its features. They were looking for 
geometrical shapes, squares and rectangles, in their immediate environment, near the 
school, the neighborhood, or the students’ homes. Once the students had found squares 
and rectangles, they measured and described them through drawing and writing on a form 
designed by their teachers. These forms would serve as a guidance to create a set of 
wooden block games, whose sizes, shapes, and colors recall the concrete experience that 
the students had of their environment. They were, as the artist liked to call them, 
“fragments of reality” (Follow up conversation data, Canudas, 2017).  
From these “trajectory” of actions “flowing” one into the other, among which 
there was a field trip to a neighboring woodshop producing the wooden blocks after the 
students’ models, or to a neighboring senior center to find out more about El Remei’s 
history and about seniors' childhood play-activities, thirty different pieces where selected. 
They were then reproduced on wood in various editions up to a total of 183 wooden 
pieces, which the artist designed to fit in a wheeled box. Ten sets of  wheeled boxes––
each containing 183 pieces––were in turn reproduced, allowing the work to iterate furhter 




While the wooden blocks game was the material that organized, catalyzed, and 
rendered visible participants’ experience in the making, they were not––reflected the 
artist––as important as this “trajectory,” which favored the presence of children in the 
streets (Interview data, Canudas, 2016). Yet the increased presence of students in the 
street as they moved forward into the project was by no means unprecedented. As the 
artist recalled, El Remei sustains a privileged relationship with children and play. In the 
sixties the streets were the stage of children’s play: its peripheral location in between 
urban and rural areas, the existing empty lots and the urban developments that were still 
under construction, rendered it a suitable place for children to explore and engage in 
diverse freeform activities. Among these activities, Canudas vividly remembers the open-
ended play with scraps of wood that he and his neighbors amassed from a neighboring 
furniture industry. They would meet at his backyard and engage in the building “worlds” 
(Blanch, 2016, p. 137). They would also meet for spontaneous play-related activities, 
such as ringing neighbors’ doorbells then running away. Many of those experiences 
became a source of inspiration and were recreated and object of ulterior transformations 
within the making of The Builders_. By that, play became, to my understanding a 
material of the art practice. 
To some extent [the kids] were playing at building this big game, these wooden 
blocks from their concrete realities of the school, their neighborhood, and their 
home; so it was about understanding which was the ludic space, which was the 
work space, how through play they related to elderly people who had lived [and 
played] in the neighborhood. So I think that after all, we were all playing at 
approaching one to the other: the elders who by recalling memories and 
explaining to the kids how the neighborhood was and what [their play-activities 
were] became kids for a moment. There was always the volition of play, of trying 
to approach and understand the reality of ones and the others. (Interview data, 




While working in everyday life settings and in real time, Canudas argued, “there 
are many elements at play.” One is constantly trying to grasp “what is going on.” 
Furthermore, one is “situated in this reality and its transformation,” one is “affecting, 
producing a dialogue with reality,” and simultaneously, “this reality is affecting you,” he 
argued (Interview data, Canudas, 2016).  
Canudas, who talks about projects based on the processual nature of his works, 
defined his practice as site-specific artistic practices. His understanding of site-specificity 
was related to commitment:  
[My] practice is not that in which you parachute into specific context and study it, 
or propose something. I am interested in sites… I am part of. I come from the art 
practice, yet I’m also a neighbor, a citizen…this means there is a commitment, but 
it is…not a commitment [with the idea of] social sphere, as it is with being part of 
it, and grasping that in them there is something important to be developed. 
(Interview data, Canudas, 2016) 
During the interviews, Canudas would oftentimes use words that evoke some kind 
of weaving while prompted about what constitutes his art practice. He would use the verb 
tramar, which in original Catalan corresponds to weaving a thread so as to form a fabric. 
In addition to tramar, which can also be understood as planning or scheming, the artist 
would also talk about links and foremost, about putting in relationship places, people and 
things. The evocation of weaving spoke to Canudas’s understanding of the art practice as 
interweaving with reality as well as human relationships, and social contexts.  It also 
spoke about the qualities of that web: unpredictable and yet shaped by the artists’ 







The camera captures a group of kids in what seems to be the foyer of a 
building (Figure 4:7). Among them, and because of his height, you may notice the 
presence of an old man. "Do you know me?" a boy asks. Crossed conversations 
and parallel actions in the foyer overlap with the man and the boy’s interaction. 
The old man assents and greets the boy, while simultaneously some kids slide 
their clipboards down the stair railings. 
  "I know this boy, and this one too!" the man says.  
  "Me!" another boy claims while raising his hand amidst the group.  
  "Do you know me?" another boy asks.  
  "Of course!" the man responds.  
  "Me too!––claims another boy. The old man then turns towards 









Figure 4:7 The Builders_ Canudas, 2011 (Video still) (Courtesy of the artist) 




"My name is Ayoub and what is your name?" the boy asks timidly.  
  "I am Joaquim," responds the man (Field notes data, Sole, 2016).  
My description of a scene illustrates one of the last actions of The Builders. In it, a 
group of kids from La Sínia School introduced themselves to the neighbors. The action 
was first proposed and imagined by the group of teachers as part of the ongoing meetings 
and conversations with the artist developed during the making of the project. The action, 
commented Canudas, was meant to give visibility to the kids and the work they had been 
carrying on within the neighborhood. It also encompassed a reenactment of a former 
expression of play, naughty play that the artist recalled having played as a child in the 
neighborhood: ringing doorbells then running away. As I pointed to the artist my 
description of the scene, and noted the parallel play at the railing, which had passed 
unnoticed by the artist until then, he recognized himself; he was not portrayed within the 
video footage of the scene, instead it was through the kids playing as captured by the 
camera that he recognized himself as a kid. “There are gestures that keep repeating 
despite the years of difference” and this “leads you to speak of normalcy,” stated the 
artist regarding the cultural diversity of the group of kids (Follow up conversation data, 
Canudas, 2017). 
 An apartment door is ajar (Figure 4:8). A man is standing on the 
threshold.  "He's my neighbor, isn’t he?" he asks while looking towards a point 
out of the scope of the camera. 
"Yes. That is why!" one may hear the artist. At the same time a woman 




the man and the woman then turn their heads down to the landing, where a group 
of five kids equipped with clipboards are waiting.  
 "Hello, good morning. I am Mohamed and I come from La Sínia School, 
and I’ve come to know the neighbors one of the kids," says timidly. Suddenly a 
camera flash illuminates the scene. The kids, with the exception of Mohamed, turn 









Figure 4:8 The Builders_ Canudas, 2011 (Video still) (Courtesy of the artist) 
"Do you realize that Rosita has to do this work too?" one may hear the 
same voice we heard a moment ago, now interjecting the group of kids.  
 "Yes," Rosita responds. "I know the kids, I know all of them and we greet 
each other, but I don’t exactly know their names," she continues while looking 
towards the artist who interjects in the conversation while standing out of the 
camera’s reach (Field notes data, Sole, 2016). 
The action, like other actions developed within the project, offered an opportunity 




occasion revealing the hidden interrogative design of the work that asked the older 
neighbors to define who they were in relationship to their young and culturally diverse 
neighbors. The work 
interpellates, not through direct questions, but you see diversity…you get close to 
it and wonder about your links regarding them…It is not a single and concrete 
question, but many. How do we build our society? (Follow up conversation data, 
Canudas, 2017) 
The encounters produced within the work, the artist commented, developed often 
between two polarized segments of the society: the eldest and the youngest, the ones with 
a life trajectory shaped by the sense of belonging to the neighborhood, and the others at 
the beginning of their life trajectory, shaped by the sense of displacement, argued the 
artist. Such encounter, argued art educator Tania Costa (2012) in a concurrent article 
devoted to creative practices, evolved occasionally into the adoption of the neighborhood 
kids by the elder neighbors.8 This evolution was unforeseen and developed spontaneously 
without any other guidance than the mutual interest of participants.  
During the interview process, Canudas recalled vividly how sometimes, while he 
goes back to El Remei neighborhood to visit his relatives, he would run into some of the 
former participants of The Builders_. They would greet each other, hug and catch up on 
their lives. In view of the passion with which Canudas talked about the kids, the teachers, 
and about how meaningful the making of this project was for him, it seemed odds to ask 
him about the public. “There is not a single public” rather one is “at times collaborator, at 
times participant, and at times user.” Within site-specific practices “situated in a reality” 
                                                
8 Adoption in this case refers to the reciprocal care and the building of a community of care, where younger 
kids whose grandparents were mostly living in their country of origin, gained a couple of grandparents in 
their actual neighborhood, while the seniors whose grandchildren had moved to other neighborhoods or 




there is instead “people who live the project…people circulating in different capacities, 
such as participants, collaborators, users, and these [capacities] blend possibly as 
citizens”  (Interview data, Canudas, 2016).  
Three kids are standing up in front of a bright blue background. It is the 
same blue mattress of the gym, with which I opened this event (Figure 4:9). The 
boy on the left wears a blue smock with his name embroidered on it: AYOUB. He 
has his head down, and will keep it this way for the first minutes of their 
presentation in front of a video camera. Next to him there is a girl with a blue 
smock. She swings her body as if she was about to whirl, while holding her arms 
at her back. On her left there is a boy wearing a red smock. He holds his hands 
tightly and starts speaking.  
 
Figure 4:9 The Builders_ Canudas, 2011 (Video still) (Courtesy of the artist) 
"Hello, good morning my name is Aron and I go to La Sínia School and 
I’m 7," he says, while Ayoub starts playing with his smock’s pocket and stretching 




rubs his face, and raises his head to at the camera’s eye. "And the neighborhood 
is… and I enjoyed the project of The Builders_ because we went to apartments, 
and I had a lot of fun." Aron stands steady with his hands tightly held then pokes 
his classmate Aixa to indicate it is now her turn.   
"Hello, my name is Ayoub and I attend La Sínia School… and I live on… 
Street. My neighbors are one person who lives on the forth floor and who has a 
very big dog… and…" Aixa scrubs her face, while Aron stretches his body." And I 
enjoy it a lot," Ayoub finishes while gazing towards his classmates (Field notes 
data, Sole, 2016).  
The scene I commented above is my transcription with one of last action carried 
by participants in the event, prior to the presentation of The Builders_ in a public gallery 
space. The kids would introduce themselves indistinctly in groups or individually. They 
pose in front of the same bright-blue background––a gymnastics mat––that at times 
transitions through cross dissolve into a bright blue sky where common swifts are flying 
and chirping. At some point, and blended with the ongoing presentations, the artist too 
introduces himself. He names and enumerates then his neighbors as a kid. You may want 
to think that such intervention leveled the artist and the kids as makers of the artwork. At 
the same time, you may imagine that once the projection of this video into the gallery 
walls was ongoing, the audience recognized in the kids' hesitation, fidgeting and gaiety, 
images of their own childhood.  
You enter a project in a way and leave it in another…the lived experiences…as 
you are put in relationship with people that believe in what they are doing and 
what is being produced…I think that this is the most interesting to me; that there 





in these projects understand its symbolic dimensions: the developing gestures, 
situations that [contribute] to re-dimension everyday life. (Interview data, 
Canudas, 2016) 
Epilogue  
In a follow-up conversation, as we were commenting on the ongoing projection of 
the video above at the gallery space, the artist expressed that “it interpellates you,” the 
unknown spectator who visited the exhibition at the gallery, “to think what is your 
positioning with regards to the peripheries?” At the same time, the regained presence of 
kids in the neighborhood as they made the blocks game brought a “normalcy” to a 
context; it revealed, affirmed the artist, that one is actually more similar to the other than 
what one had anticipated (Follow up conversations data, Canudas, 2017).  
Third Event | Free Play 
A woman is sitting on a steep rock in an outdoor space (Figure 4:10). It is 
a sunny day in a park. Her legs are straightened, in tension. Her feet are slightly 
turned one against the other as if they were about to be crossed. Her arms hold 
the weight of her torso. Her hands are fully open and flat on the rock. It is unclear 
whether she is about to impel her body down the slope or remain steady on the 
rock top. You may scrutinize her facial expression to hypothesize the nature of her 
hesitation. She seems as if she is going to speak aloud, or on the contrary, as if 
she is going to hold her thoughts. Her eyebrows are raised as if she is surprised 
or scared by something outside the frame. In the background there is steep 




gather on the path, around a small cart that seems to sell ice cream or some food-
related item. Some of them seem to leave, walking up towards an area where 
there is an empty chair, a children’s bicycle, and some bulks of objects. There is 
also a group of three people sitting on the grass, seemingly having a picnic (Field 












Figure 4:10 Play Date. Dumit-Estévez, 2015-ongoing (Courtesy from the artist) 
The photograph I just described was taken within the frame of Play Date (2015-
ongoing), an artwork by Nicolás Dumit-Estévez, which constitutes the third event. 
Photographs, in addition to the written invitation to participate in Play Date, are the only 
material through which the artist registered this “experience,” as he likes to call his works 
(Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016). In view of the scarce documentation, something 




gather additional experiential materials. He suggested contacting some of the participants 
of Play Date and shared a series of photographs he took in its making.  
Coincidentally and without him knowing, at the time I was working on my 
proposal centered on play, I received an invitation from him to participate in Play Date, 
an ongoing work in which he invites individuals for a play date at a public location of the 
artist's choosing, which I accepted, as the photograph above testified. 9 Dumit-Estévez's 
invitation read: 
   You are invited to slide down with me from the very top of the iconic rock that 
crowns Saint Mary’s Park in the South Bronx. If interested: We agree on a 
specific date and time to meet near the Hub. We wear comfortable clothes to join 
the throng of children who with their constant interactions have polished the 
surface of the rock to a shiny finish. If you can’t climb steep surfaces, we find 
other ways to engage together with the rock. We forget about time, cell phones, 
professional conventions, and hence allow play, just play, to freeform our action. 
We record our date through a photograph taken by a park visitor. (Fieldnotes, 
Sole, 2015) 
The invitation quoted was written and sent by the artist himself. The same text 
was used for all the invitees, and distributed through email to a selected group of people, 
all of them adults.  
Invoking Play 
The theme of play was something that for obvious reasons––the fact that the 
experience of Play Date revolved around play––Dumit-Estévez was already working on 
and had reflected upon before I interviewed him. During the interviews he communicated 
concrete ideas of what constitutes play for him: He acknowledged the difficulty of 
defining it. More so since when invested in play one cannot reflect upon it, one just  
                                                




knows that he/she is playing, the artist argued. Upon being asked about the ideas and 
activities that constitute play the artist responded:  
   It’s hard to define what constitutes play, because when one is playing for real, 
or children are playing for real…they are not necessarily aware that they are 
playing; they might say ‘let’s play!’ and then play. But they don’t think about the 
fact that they are playing. So play entails this immersion into a deeper level. 
(Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016) 
Dumit-Estévez’s approach to play was akin to an open-ended activity, infused by 
his experience on children’s play as an educator in educational settings for the past thirty 
years. 10 He would often refer to how children play to support his understandings on play 
and to go through the details of how he conceived Play Date.  
For the artist, play entails an immersion and involvement along with a suspension 
of thought; he refers to how children at play do not think about the fact that they are 
playing, utterly involved in their play-activities.  Similarly, “they don’t thank each other 
for having played” (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016). Play Date, hence, was 
conceived as a time of being together within a limited time and place. No goals, neither 
directions, with the exception of the sliding down the rock, would be anticipated. 
Similarly to how children do not greet each other for having played, he did not expect 
further actions would be taken once play ceased to be. 
Two sets of an orange and a banana lie on a wooden table, covered by 
abundant layers of varnish (Figure 4:11). It is an outdoor table, and it makes part 
of a picnic area at St. Mary’s Park (The Bronx). A person sits on one side of the 
table. You may also guess that she is having a conversation with the photographer 
(the artist Dumit-Estéve), who took the picture while sitting on the other side of  
                                                




the table. The woman’s identity is 
inaccessible to the viewer, who 
instead is invited to observe the 
still life––the sets of fruits––and 
imagine what this stillness ensues.  
 
 
Figure 4:11 Play Date. Dumit-Estévez, 2015-ongoing (Courtesy of the artist) 
In a second snapshot you stare at the deliberate spread of orange peels over the 
tabletop (Figure 4:12). Similar shapes and portions of the skin are distributed 
evenly on the table. You may feel compelled to bring certain continuity between 
the two snapshots and imagine how a rather banal and automatic action––the 
peeling of an orange––evolved into 
an aesthetic gesture: the 
interaction between the woman, the 
photographer, and the oranges, 
within the premises of what play 
ensued, the improvised mosaic 
(Field notes data, Sole, 2017).   
Figure 4:12 Play Date. Dumit-Estévez, 2015-ongoing (Courtesy of the artist) 
The two photographs I described above were taken by the artist Dumit-Estévez, 
and were meant to register and preserve some of the open-ended activities that preceded 




the artist facilitated to me. They are not in chronological order, with the exception of the 
two I described above, but instead are isolated moments of some of the play dates that the 
artist had with participants. Some of these photographs were included as part of the 
exhibition Performing the Bronx (Casita Maria, The Bronx, 2016), a compilation of 
Dumit-Estévez's last ten years of artworks in the Bronx. The photographs were presented 
unevenly along a white wall, like windows they constituted their own worlds. 
During the interview process and follow-up conversations, the idea of play as 
constituting a world, or of play’s autonomy and yet dependence on reality, became 
prevalent. “Let’s call it world in itself,” the artist claimed, while talking about play: “You 
have the world, and then one engages in play. By doing so, I imagine that one is creating 
this other world within the world” (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016). It was through 
the description of the concrete spatial experience in St. Mary’s Park, that in follow-up 
conversation, play started to emerge as experience. The park constituted for him a space 
in which he attempted to do something he “is learning to do,” something however that he 
knew and “did as a child,” such as playing (Follow up conversations data, Dumit-
Estévez, 2017).  
Daring. Freedom and the exercise of freedom as it seemed to me, opened up 
slowly in the interview process, in connection to his narrative on play. I have named it 
daring, which stands for the artist’s concern on how to “enter a situation,” how upon 
being invited to play, one enters a “zone.” Many adults, including himself, he argued 
“forgot how to do it” (Follow up conversations data, Dumit-Estévez, 2017).  
In our conversations play emerged always through the evocation of space and 




to education. Indeed, he argued during the last follow-up interview, that he has been 
“relearning how to play with the students of the school” he works at, and recalled an 
experience that opened other insights about play.  
In fact I was playing with a child one on one, and he stared at me for some 
seconds. And then he said ‘Are you a kid?’ … I don’t know what was going on in 
his head… I felt flattered…I felt that I had entered that zone, a space of play to 
such an extent that the child questioned…He believed I was also his age. (Follow 
up conversations data, Dumit-Estévez, 2017) 
These insights spoke about the possibility of connecting one with the other, also 
with one’s surroundings and spaces, otherwise. Having observed children sliding down a 
rock at a public park in the Bronx, the artist recalled claiming he wanted to do so and, in 
turn, invite other people to do it. “So this it was how all started: a rock, children that I 
saw sliding down, and my intention to invite people to play and to become children 
again,” the artist argued (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016).  
   I just wanted to invite people to slide down with me from the rock at St. Mary’s 
park…I thought ‘I want to do that’ and I want to invite other people to do it and 
use it as a rite of passage to being able to fully inhabit this place, to be fully able 
to connect with it, and to enter this reality. (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016) 
Dumit-Estévez’s task in the unfolding of the work was suggesting participants 
take agency and dare doing whatever they wanted. His task involved “giving” himself 
“permission,” an expression borrowed from one of his mentors, the American 
performance artist Linda Mary Montano, for whom art is about giving oneself 
permission.  It involved also helping participants who felt hesitant about how to go about 





down the rock: to explore the diverse ecosystemsof the park, to hide from the artist while 
expecting to be found, to name a few (Interview data, Estévez, 2016).11 
 
Figure 4:13 Play Date. Dumit-Estévez, 2015-ongoing (Courtesy of the artist) 
 Among the photographs that the artists facilitated to me there as a picture 
of a sky; a fragment of the sky above the South Bronx; a time and space traversed 
by some clouds, and far away, on the left side of the photograph, by an airplane 
(Figure 4:13). It would not be until later, only when I interviewed and transcribed 
a participant of Play Date (Alcántara’s words), that what seemed a rather 
volatile image became anchored; anchored back to the ground, to the bodies 
lying on it, and their undergoing play (Field notes data, Sole, 2017). 
                                                
11 For ecosystem, I am referring to the diversity of places, dwellers and the dynamics their interaction 




We moved on to a grassy space where we actually lay down... So it was purposely 
slowing down time and really getting to warm up into this experience […] we lay 
down on the grass and we looked up the sky which was very nice … and we 
talked about our childhood and the things our families do: our rituals, little things 
to eat, little cultural things that are very particular to Dominican families and, 
yeah, then eventually we got to the rock. (Interview data, Alcántara, 2017) 
The text accompanying the photograph above, which includes my reflection and 
an account of a Play Date participant, aims at suggesting the diversity of play-
experiences that were elicited under the same invitation. As the artist commented in the 
interview process, each Play Date was distinct and responded to the diversity of interests, 
expectations, and experiences with which participants engaged in an artwork, and in turn, 
to the artist’s efforts in accommodating or facilitating them within the course of their 
date. 
Once the artist and participants trespassed the gates of Saint Mary’s Park to 
enter it, you may imagine that a tacit and mutual agreement between the artist 
and the participants developed.  
   The park belongs to everybody but in our play and mind it belongs to ourselves, 
we agree to be part of this interaction where we enter this zone, this space, we 
know we’re in everybody’s land, but we have created between the two of 
us…another space within that space and we have agreed maybe tacitly to the rules 
of the game, there were no rules, but we agreed to play together. (Follow up 
conversations data, Dumit-Estévez, 2017) 
Art, Play, and Reality 
  Dumit-Estévez is known primarily as a performance artist, a practice that he has 
cultivated for over two decades. Most of his works revolve around the theme of identity: 
he has explored, inquired, and celebrated the everyday practices that are constitutive and 





Defining his art practice may feel at times as if one were playing hide-and-seek; 
in addition to the a rather foreseeable evolution of the artist’s interests, practices, and 
materials over twenty years, there is the artist’s witty inclination to dodge frameworks, 
definitions, and even his own identity as an artist. He referred for example to the 
proposed term of the study SEA as “socially disengaged art” to suggest what he 
experienced as a shallowness linked to terminology; of being “boxed in.” “I want to be 
able to play and [SEA] it’s too square [therefore he called it socially disengaged art] 
that’s a way I see of getting out of that rationality” (Follow up conversations data, Dumit-
Estévez, 2017). 
Recently he likes to define his artworks as “experiences.” Similarly, he defines 
himself as a “facilitator of experiences” instead of performance, action, or intervention, 
which he acknowledges having employed in the past (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 
2016). 
Some of Dumit-Estévez's works are centered on the artist’s identity as he 
“inserts” himself into a community, and the impact of such transition on his identity. For 
example, in Born Again: A Lebanese-Dominican Dominican York is born again as a 
Bronxite, (2011), he officialized his transitional identity and become a resident of the 
Bronx through a public ceremony officiated by the performance artist Martha Wilson, 
and with the presence of “two prominent Bronx native residents, Bill Aguado and Susan 
Newmark Fleminger” (Licata, 2015).  
At the same time, by inserting himself the artist becomes involved the creation of 
temporary communities, a community “for the time being” as he said (Interview data, 




That is the case of Play Date, “an on-going integration of life and art experiences in 
which he invites residents and non-residents alike to join him in another passage towards 
being a Bronxite ––climbing the enormous rock at St. Mary’s Park in Mott Haven” 
(Licata, 2015).  
The Bronx has become a theme, location, and material for his art practice, 
becoming an activism “of getting involved with the place I call home…[an] activism 
about being in the community and feeling part of it, and showing to people how much I 
love” it, he concluded. The Bronx, feels “just like a regular place, and by regular I mean 
people involved in their own lives instead of being inside some kind of vitrine” 
(Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016). Such claim unfolded, to my understanding, what 
has been the artist’ signature: the blending of art and life, the indistinctness resulting from 
“inserting” art into everyday life, and vice versa. And at the same time, this insertion that 
in Play Date manifested itself in the possibility of creating a space––another space, in the 
artist’s words––that offered opportunities for transformation. 
In the park everybody is minding their own business, they don’t know who I am, 
they don’t know who you are, and if you come to play with me, they have no idea 
what we are doing. [We] are borrowing a space for performance…squatting in the 
space. (Follow up conversations data, Dumit-Estévez, 2017)  
The artist manifested a concern about what he perceived as a “less creative” 
relationship between people and space. For the artist, there seems to be a lack of agency 
in people’s current engagement with space. Such a claim emerged in the conversation as 
he reflected upon his experiences growing up in the seventies in the Dominican Republic, 
where many aspects of social life were celebrated at people’s homes autonomously, in 
contrast to the current creation of specialized and regulated spaces hosting social life. 




His claim, it seemed to me at that time, pointed at how spaces are regulated and 
designed in such a way that inhibits people’s creative engagement with them. In short, 
they become “places of public use” instead of being “public spaces” (Interview data, 
Dumit-Estévez, 2016). 
Alcántara, a participant of Play Date whom I interviewed, recalled vividly how 
she got to the South Bronx: the bustling streets where she wandered with Dumit-Estévez 
for an extended time before getting to Saint Mary’s Park; the novelty of the area to her 
understanding, and paradoxically “taking ownership” of it (Interview data, Alcántara, 
2017). Similarly the artist commented: “I am going to claim it [St. Mary’s Park] as my 
playground, and I hope in the mind of the person I invite to play with me this is our 
personal playground for the time being” (Interview data, Alcántara, 2017).  
Encounter  
 Play Date was conceived as an experience that was limited in space––a public 
park in The Bronx––and by its ephemerality, and contingency. The artist’s willingly 
limited its registration to a few photographs, which sought to preserve the experience of 
play without being “intrusive.” His decision suggested an existing tension between the 
participants’ immersion in the making––playing in the case of Play Date––with its 
further communicability. “I don’t want the idea of having an audience that comes and 
watches… I want people to create works that can be produced and consumed by the 
people who are involved,” the artist added (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016).  
The artist’s decision with regards to Play Date to not follow up with participants 




response to the dissolution of boundaries between art and life, on the one hand, and on 
the other, an acclamation and celebration of the presentness and experiential character of 
his art practice. To grasp the nature of the encounters in Play Date I proposed to the artist 
exploring another work; Pleased to Meet You (2007) developed in the town of Calaf 
(Barcelona, Spain).  
 With the goal of meeting each of the inhabitants of Calaf, a rural town with 
around three thousand and five hundred inhabitants at that time, the artist “relocated” to 
Calaf from the South Bronx. Pleased to Meet You “is about opening up a space where 
two people,” or one person and other individuals or groups of people meet each other, the 
artist argued. It is also about transitioning from being a visitor into a local: departing from 
a context the artist was knowledgeable about, which shaped “what and who” he knew, 
and “possibly who I am and who I was at that time,” to an unknown setting (Interview 






Figure 4:14 Pleased to Meet You. Dumit-Estévez, 2007 (Courtesy of the artist) 
A group of women gather on the stairs of a street (Figure 4:14). The group 
of women seems to be engaged in some kind of conversation. In between them you 
may notice emptiness, a strange void. The next photograph restores some of the 










Figure 4:15 Pleased to Meet You. Dumit-Estévez, 2007 (Courtesy of the artist) 
Filling the emptiness and resolving the tension in which the group of 
women seemed to be involved, there is a man. He is Dumit-Estévez, the artist you 
may imagine setting up the time shutter of his camera as for this photographic 
session (Field notes data, Sole, 2017).  
 According to the artist, in Calaf there was a combination of planned meetings, and 
spontaneous meetings. Likewise in Play Date there was a planned meeting with the 
invitee, and the possibility of developing spontaneous meetings with the users, dwellers 
of St. Mary’s Park. In Pleased to Meet You (2007) nearly one thousand and five hundred 
interactions between locals and visitors culminated with an edition of a photographic 
book and a public screening in the main square of Calaf.  
 Many of those photographs were taken by the artist, such as the ones I described 
above. Some were taken and facilitated by the people the artist interacted with. They all 
registered, rendered visible––and celebrated to my understanding––the volatile and 
relational threads that constituted the town of Calaf at that time. They also questioned the 
same notion of identity: what makes an individual local; what makes one visitor; and 




expressed in the interviews: “Who is this person who came out of nowhere who want to 
meet you?  What does he want?  and Who [am I] in relationship with this person and in 
relationship to the outer world?” (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016). 
 Some of these issues as well as the interrogative design would be explored too in 
Play Date (2015-ongoing) where the artist played as local, whereas his participants 
would navigate from being visitors to becoming locals. Sliding down the rock was 
understood as a rite of passage to being able to “loosen up their bodies… [to] fully 
inhabit a place,” and simultaneously, a question about play and its role in adulthood 
(Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016). 
You may imagine that by accepting the invitation one was confronted with 
the clear instructions to slide down the rock, and simultaneously with the 
uncertainty of how play would evolve and shape the ensuing actions –freeform 
them, as I experienced. I remember getting to the Bronx, ‘opened’ to whatever 
happened. Yet I must admit I struggled with time. What to expect? What to do for 
the time and space being with Dumit-Estévez in the park? Then we started sliding 
down the rock and ‘my world changed’. I saw a kid that wanted to slide down 
backwards, with his head at the front and his mother warning not to do so, and 
myself who wanted to do so. I don’t remember how many times did I slide down 
that rock. What I know about our Play Date is that we ended up engaged in 
conversations with the vernacular cultures of the park: a group of musicians 
playing salsa, and a group of people who like to customize their bicycles in 





Some participants struggled with such an open-ended invitation, Dumit-Estévez 
commented. On those occasions, the artist would offer participants some prompts; 
“maybe get lost so we would separate in the park and try to go in different directions and 
then try to find each other [or ] let’s roll down this hill.”  In any case, no actions––such as 
checking with participants, or reflecting upon their experience––would be taken once 
play ceased to be (Interview data, Estévez, 2016). 
Epilogue 
As the artist and the researcher discussed some of the learning outcomes of his 
practice, Dumit-Estévez concluded that his works in the end helped him “navigate life.” 
In Growing Older in The South Bronx (2011), for example, he argued that while he 
invited seniors to perform, they taught him how to grow older. His words, in turn, invited 
me to wonder about what learning will emerge once the artist’s play dates with different 
people have reached a completion (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016).  
Postscript 
In my accounting of the three events––Too Much Melanin (2013), The Builders_ 
(2011) and Play Date (2015)––I have attempted to hold, extend, and make available to 
the reader the experience of participating in the three artworks––including the experience 
of the artist and that of the audience. It is, I must say, a way of writing inspired by the 
French philosopher Gaston Bachelard (1964), who, in order to evoke moments of 





While play was the form through which participation was organized in the three 
events described––hide-and-seek, blocks game, play date and live-action role-playing––
its evocation by research participants seemed, at first instance, to be of a secondary order. 
While these responses suggested that play was seemingly incidental within the narratives 
of SEA practices, it also opened an opportunity to enter the play zone––this research, 
with a fresh mindset, a state of openness in which new phenomenological insights may 
occur––and to invite participants too into this quest. In short, the invitation to enter the 
play zone developed as a spontaneous and tacit agreement between the researcher and 
research participants.  
Núria Güell, the first research participant, initially circumscribed play into her 
way of approaching and dealing with the art world, and to some extent with the world 
itself. From this perspective play was primarily understood as an attitude––playfulness––
with which she responded to a cultural institution’s commissions and expectations. At the 
same time, children’s play––hide-and-seek––was a source of inspiration and an access 
point for the audience in the artworks Offside (2009) and Too Much Melanin (2013). In 
those artworks, the artist’s playfulness manifested itself again as she played with the 
audiences’ expectations. Upon finding Maria the sphere of the real burst into what until 
then was perceived as an innocuous and rather fanciful play. I have called this mutation 
of the play-situation into a situation that impacts the everyday life of players in diverse 
ways––regularizing the status of an undocumented person, for example––displacements. 
This displacement constitutes to my understanding the singular feature with which the 




Jordi Canudas, the second research participant, was also inspired by children’s 
play––in particular his own play-activities as a child such as playing with wood scraps––
to conceive and unfold the artwork The Builders_ (2011). While these play-experiences 
shaped the activities and outcomes of the artmaking––the collective creation of a blocks 
game––what became salient was the social interplay that the project activated. Under the 
subheading “Enthusiasm,” I have presented the temperament with which play and work 
were undertaken by participants in the project respectively––the artist, the teachers, the 
group of students of La Sínia School, and the neighbors of El Remei––as the artist 
argued.  
In children’s play Nicolás Dumit-Estévez, the third research participant, also 
found a source of inspiration for conceiving and unfolding Play Date (2015-ongoing). 
The work was conceived as a simple time and space of playing together in a specific 
location. The simplicity and openness of such an invitation constituted to my 
understanding an interjection for participants to revisit their notions about play. Instead of 
proposing a definition of play, it questioned participants’ definitions and assumptions, 
while inviting them to try whatever idea came to their minds. I have titled this subsection 
“Daring” in what recalls the artist’s efforts to facilitate and incorporate participants’ 
occurrences about play.  
 Under the subheadings “Art, Play, and Reality” I have grouped artists' 
considerations about how their art practice and the play-activity related to the reality––
everyday life. For the first research participant, Núria Güell, what was at stake was the 
effect or consequences of the art practice in the sphere of the real. The question of 




both pointed at the difficulty or impossibility to track its effects. For Canudas, his art 
practice came to attend an aspect of a specific context: the cultural diversity of the 
neighborhood of El Remei in the occasion of The Builders_. In this specific context, play 
was integral since the principal actors in the making of the artwork were children. For 
Dumit-Estévez, the artwork aimed to be inserted into the course of everyday life. 
Furthermore, it aimed to be indistinct from the practices and routines held by inhabitants 
of the area of South Bronx. The insertion of the artwork in the public park of South 
Bronx, where many people engage into play-activities, contributed to this indistinctness. 
It also, as the artist argued, allowed the creation of a situation in which participants could 
enter and experience an enhanced present.  
  Under the title “Encounter” I have addressed the how artists perceived 
participation. Because of the artists’ interest in having an effect in the sphere of the real––
in Güell’s words––in intensifying the links between art practices and reality––in 
Canudas’ words––and in blending art and life––Dumit-Estévez––the emplacement and 
means of communication of the artwork was crucial. The artwork was accessible to a 
varied audience, and its communication as a play-situation shaped the ways in which the 
audience approached and related with the artwork. 
All of the research participants acknowledged the existence of a twofold 
audience: a specialized audience––art critics, artists, art historians, art educators, etc.––
and a non-specialized audience––passersby, neighbors, citizens, or simply put, kids, 
adults and elderly people. For Güell, it was important that the artwork address both 
audiences and simultaneously function as a contribution to current discussions in the field 




Dumit-Estévez it seemed more urgent instead to address the audience that was proximal 
to the places where the artwork was being developed, such as neighbors, locals, and 
passersby. For Dumit-Estévez what seemed to matter regarding the audience was their 
co-presence. Once a Play Date with one participant was over the experience 
extinguished. Yet, as a participant in Play Date and as observer in the three events––Too 
Much Melanin, The Builders_  and Play Date––I have attempted to rescue, hold, extend, 
and make available to the reader what participation in the three artworks might have felt 

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Chapter V— PLAY SPACE 
Introduction 
This chapter is framed as a play space that interweaves the data from chapter IV 
with salient concepts from the literature, to explore possible new places of play. The 
chapter argues that the role of play in the socially engaged art works and practices of 
these three artists is conceived differently by each and enters their practices in a variety 
of ways. Across these differences in each practice, play opens up transitional or 
permeable spaces in which previously individual identities become border crossings 
opening to the potential emergence of new ideas about self and society. 
Research Question 
What role does play assume in the socially-engaged art practices (SEA) of three 
artists: Is play similarly or differently conceived by each artist and in what ways does it 
provide a dynamic filter/trajectory for carrying each work forward? 
To tease out the operations of play in these works, this chapter is organized into 
four themes: The first theme, Play and Movement, explores the researcher’s experience 
with collecting and analyzing the data, explaining how she both “played” and felt 
“played” by this experience. Here, the process of combining and interleaving the data 
with sources from the literature became like a game of cards wherein it was necessary to 
shuffle and change positions so that new insights might emerge. The second theme, Play 




between which positions it intentionally and unintentionally moved. The third theme, 
Play as (Mis)communication, explores how the integration of play in these three concrete 
works opened an elusive and permeable space, wherein artists’ understandings of play 
and of art practice and experience were themselves put in play. 1 The fourth theme, Play 
as Participation, indicates the spaces created by inserting art practices in everyday life 
contexts, asking us to conceive and engage in these contexts differently.  
 Since improvisation and surprise are key elements of play, photographs and 
drawings accompany the text in chapter IV are called forth again to provide second 
glance insights that might both challenge and spur the narrative forward in different 
directions.  
Play and Movement 
As I reflect upon my experience as researcher in this study, and specifically upon 
how play manifested itself within it, an image recalls itself to me, one that has long 
reverberated in my thoughts. In a chapter devoted to the phenomenology of play in Truth 
and Method (Gadamer, 1975) the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer paints play as a “to-
and-fro movement” (p. 93). This does not serve any purpose other than “the performance 
of the movement as such” (p. 93). Indeed, this to-and-fro movement may prevail over the 
player, who instead “loses himself in his play” (1975, p. 92). The player becomes played, 
absorbed into something bigger than the self.  
                                                
1 I am bracketing (Mis)communication, to emphasize that the developing communications within the SEA 
works functioned, yet its announcements through play materials and formats, challenged its understanding. 
Works issued “a challenge which expects to be met. It requires an answer…and the answer must be his 




In a literal sense, such an image recalls the actual physical movement of players, 
what in the previous chapter I called a manifested corporeality. This can be seen in the 
movements of the audience, captured in videos and photographs, as they explored and 
crisscrossed the Goteborg Harbor looking for Maria in Too Much Melanin (2013).  The 
students of La Sínia School went back and forth from the school to neighboring spaces as 
they participated in The Builders_ (2011). Adults found themselves initiated into play 
through the embodied act of translation in space, sliding down a rock in the South Bronx 
in Play Date (2015-ongoing). The three are reminiscent of art historian and critic Paul 
Ardenne (2002) who stresses the corporeality of the developing interactions between 
artists, people and their contexts. 
In a more figurative sense, Gadamer’s (1975) image recalls the back-and forth I 
felt as I embarked on this process as a researcher. I admittedly felt lost ––or played––as I 
entered into the first round of interviews and realized that the conversations with the 
participating artists became animated when we tackled issues not of play but of instead of 
art practice. I felt played again when I grasped that the relationship between play and 
SEA practice that I had predicted would be controversial was, it turns out, neither 
contentious nor paradoxical for my interviewees.  
From my experience as an artist who had integrated play in diverse works, I 
brought to the research a felt tension between the clear social ends of participatory art 
practices, and play as its own end. Did the inclusion of play diminish the social or 
emancipatory (Ruitenberg, 2011) goals of such art practices? Framing SEA practices and 
play as paradoxical served, in hindsight, at least to keep me in play, moving to-and-fro. 




kept the player at play. My experience of SEA and play as paradoxical, imagining them 
as magnets both repelling and attracting each other, kept me in the study.  
By contrast, my first conversations with the artists suggested that play was 
integrated in their practices as an instrument similar to any other they had previously 
employed.  Play did not seem to be paradoxical or controversial within the artmaking, but 
instead a “singularity” (Interview data, Canudas, 2016), an accent point within his work. 
Play was merely an instrument to address a theme, to put oneself in relationship with a 
specific context or group of people, in order to question or transform them. For example, 
the artist Jordi Canudas argued that play was simply a tool to develop a project. It became 
useful as he wondered about the transformation of a neighborhood for someone who had 
lived in it as a child, and who, as an adult and an artist, was returning to it. Play, Canudas 
expected, would bridge diverse generations and their respective experiences of growing 
up in the neighborhood. The ways in which play would facilitate this bridging, as well as 
the making of an artwork, were as yet unforeseen.  
Movement and Trickery 
At an apparent impasse, but with the movement of play in mind, I began 
exploring the visual data, the photographs and videos provided by the artists, with the 
hope of finding fragments or instants that might illuminate how play manifested in the 
three works. In my immersion and exploration of the spaces and times captured by the 
camera, and putting them in relationship with those first interviews transcripts, I first 




was not merely contained in the visual data or in the interviews, but instead also in the 
space between them, and in the possibility of putting these two types of data in dialogue.  
We could call this Researching as Playing, where play functions, or is at play, in 
the research itself, and it allowed for a new way of experiencing the same data. This 
looking again, experiencing things differently, recalls John Berger’s exercise in Ways of 
Seeing (2009). Berger presents an uncaptioned reproduction of a painting by Van Gogh 
(Wheatfield with Crows). Then, he invites the reader to turn the page, where he/she is 
confronted with the same reproduction, but this time with a caption explaining that this is 
the last picture painted by the artist before he killed himself. “It is hard to define exactly 
how the words have changed the image but undoubtedly they have,” Berger writes (2009, 
p. 28). One might suggest the caption re-contextualizes the image, calling upon a range of 
memories that provide new depth and resonance. It puts the image in play differently. 





Figure 5:1 Too Much Melanin. Güell, 2013 (Courtesy of the artist) 
I originally read this first photograph, taken by the artist Núria Güell of a boat’s 
hull sitting in the waters of the Goteborg Harbor and a hand grasping a shipping container 
(Figure 5:1), as the expression of the spirit of play (Gadamer, 1975). The photograph 
captured and communicated the particular dynamics of hide-and-seek game, utilized and 
arranged by the artist. That is, the photograph was the artist’s re-presentation of Maria’s 
daily life experiences as asylum seeker, and an anticipation of how these experiences 
within Güell’s work at the Goteborg harbor would be reactivated, staged as play.  
Going back to the first transcripts, by contrast, we encounter a moment of 
manifest uneasiness. Güell recalled the photographic session with Maria in light of a 
future press conference. Maria was feeling uneasy about posing in front of the camera, 
acting as a public eye, and the artist was feeling “terrible” for placing Maria, an asylum-




difficult life experiences. This was the moment where I, as the researcher, for the first 
time connected and anchored the artist’s experiential account to visual data. The 
photograph, first read as an expression of the spirit of play, takes on another dimension: 
expressing now the dissolution of the boundaries of play and reality, both now exceeded 
and overflowing by way of the art practice. In this dissolution Maria’s participation in an 
artwork had her transition between an imaginary situation and her reality as an asylum 
seeker. The artwork became a place to inhabit the paradox between the imaginary and 
real; it became a transitional space for participants (Winnicott, 1971). Likewise Berger’s 
(2009) exercise, Güell's account of the circumstances of the photograph impacted the 
meaning I built when encountering the photograph for the first time.  
 
Figure 5:2 The Builders_ Canudas, 2011 (Video Still) (Courtesy of the artist) 
This second image (Figure 5:2) is a still from a video documentary about The 
Builders_ (2011). It is part of a larger scene in which students of La Sínia School are 
ringing their neighbors’ buzzers to introduce themselves to their neighbors, under the 




Mohamed, a kid, speaks to his neighbor Rosita, an elderly woman. Rosita was at the time 
an active member in the neighborhood’s social life, and happened to have been the 
artist’s neighbor when he lived in the neighborhood as a child. The scene captures the 
moment in which the kids, who had been rehearsing at the school, ring her door and 
proceed to introduce themselves. While they speak with her husband, Rosita suddenly 
joins the conversation. While she and her husband spoke with the kids they would turn 
their eyes in the direction of the artist, who they know well, as if they were trying to 
reaffirm that this was for real and needing to contextualize what is going on.  
But now, examining the transcripts of my conversations with the artist, I am 
drawn to another conversation. Discussing another video—in which the kids who 
participated in The Builders_ (2011) posed in front of a blue background and say who 
they are, what they enjoyed most in the project and where they live—the artist suggested 
that the integration of this video in the gallery space the viewing audience, urged them––
interpellated in original Catalan––to consider, ‘What is your position regarding 
peripheries?’ 
Likewise Berger’s (2009) exercise, the same still in which Mohamed and Rosita 
are engaged in a conversation is now transformed. Now it is not merely the expression of 
the spirit of naughty play––the game of knock-down-ginger modified into a 
choreographed social interaction—and the documentation of the event of children 
introducing themselves to their neighbors. Now the scene becomes a powerful expression 
of SEA’s interrogative design: by introducing themselves, the kids are tacitly and 




to the social transformation of the neighborhood, and to define who they are in relation to 
these culturally diverse kids who rang their buzzer. They are being interpellated. 
 
 
Figure 5:3 Play Date. Dumit-Estévez, 2015-ongoing (Courtesy of the artist) 
The photograph above (Figure 5:3) is likely to have been taken by the artist to 
document an event-participant’s experience in Play Date. In Chapter IV, I described it as 
“a fragment of the sky above South Bronx”; the capturing “of a time and space traversed 
by some clouds, and on the left side of the photograph, by an airplane”. The photograph 
which I understood to be rather elusive, floating quite alone within the data collected 
about Play Date, become suddenly anchored. It was grounded to another image: in this 
case, the mental image I created upon transcribing Alcántara’s experience as a participant 




purposely slowing down time and really getting to warm up into this experience […] we 
lay down on the grass and we looked up the sky which was very nice … and we talked 
about our childhood and the things our families do: our rituals, little things to eat, little 
cultural things that are very particular to Dominican families and, yeah, then eventually 
we got to the rock” (Interview data, Alcántara, 2017).  
Unlike the previous two events, whose works I experienced only through videos 
and photographs, in Play Date (2015-ongoing) I was an event-participant like Alcántara 
herself. I had lived, struggled, and eventually become comfortable with Dumit-Estévez’s 
invitation to play. It was through the telling of participants’ experiences, in combination 
with the imaginal experiences (Manen, 2016) facilitated by the artist, that the image now 
becomes the expression of the work’s interrogative design: upon accepting Dumit-
Estévez’s invitation to slide down with him, one was tacitly invited to come to terms with 
play. One was questioned about what play meant, and how and why one plays. Being 
exposed to the diverse and distinct experiences of participants through the data collection, 
the questions also included the communicability of experiences, and the role of play in 
adulthood. Through these experiences, the presence of the artist acting as a guide, and the 
rock acting as a transitional object, provided a sense of continuity within this space of 
confusion.  
This back and forth from the visual data collected to the oral narratives of the 
three artists, provided the researcher to see things differently, and situate her in a space in 




Play and Directionality 
In this section I explore how a rather simple question––Would you like to play?––
which referred to and was contained within the sphere of play, evolved to become a 
critical question about current political, social, economic and cultural situations. Whether 
through conversations, debates, or dialogue, SEA works seek “to arrive at a common 
understanding on a given subject, to raise awareness about a subject or problem, to debate 
a particular issue, or to collaborate on a final product” (Helguera, 2011, p. 44). Questions, 
interrogative paths and designs, can contribute and assist to this endeavor. 
 
Figure 5:4 Directionality of play within SEA works 
My perception of the works expressed by the artists, was that they were seemingly 
propelled by a centrifuge force: the boundaries of play exceeded and flooded outwards 
into conventional social space, and the players with them (Figure 5:4). This situation 




To begin with, Güell refered to play as a strategy, Canudas as a tool, and Dumit-
Estévez as a distinct mode of being. Güell’s understanding of play as a strategy suggested 
a planned and crafted action aiming at subvert real conditions. Play emerged in her 
descriptions of the work’s planning, in connection to the intensity with which she 
experienced the participation of her collaborator, Maria. The artist expressed her 
ambivalence as she noticed that the rehearsals of the work drew Maria to enter a space of 
ambiguity, where Maria connected with traumatic lived events. Play was perceived as 
working in an ambiguous space, between the real and the symbolic spheres. Her works 
contributed to navigating across this space as a form of symbolic vengeance, pushing 
back against elements of the world that profoundly unsettled her while simultaneously 
contributing to informing her everyday life. By contrast play also emerged on a different 
front, in a more lighthearted mood, as the artist talked about her signature approach: 
controversial projects, in response to institutional commissions, for which she expects to 
contribute works that put in crisis the system of beliefs and modes of operating of the 
larger society, and playing with the boundaries of the commissioning institution itself. In 
this last manifestation, play might be akin to playfulness, which Sutton-Smith (2001) 
understood as a mood, distinct from play, and yet embedded in it, and which revolved 
around working with space, frames and boundaries.  
Play manifested too as a material with which the SEA artist works, adding upon 
“audience, relationship, communication, and political intention” as materials for the art 
practice (Lacy, 1995, p. 28). Artists modified the arrangements and rules of a game, and 
played with people’s expectations about the game. There came a moment, however, 




activated by the question ‘Do you want to play hide-and-seek with a political refugee’? 
As she describes the preparations and rehearsals of the work, however, the direction of 
the interpellation or profound questioning intended to move from the artist and her 
collaborator towards the audience shifted. The artist was now questioned in turn. “Why 
does she have to play now for two months, having had to go through this?” (Güell, 
Interview data, 2015). The dynamic of the work, the interrogative design upon which it 
was based, reversed itself and questioned the artist too.  
Canudas understood play as a tool, as an instrument which allows him the 
possibility to explore a context he knew well as a child, and that he is curious about as an 
artist, adult, and citizen. The work starts out as a reflective piece in which he attempts to 
connect two different times and experiences of place. Play showed up in conversations 
with the artist in connection to enthusiasm. At first, the concept of enthusiasm seemed 
constrained to children’s dispositions in engaging in the work, and to the fact that the 
work is understood as engaging through play and thus linked to a lighthearted mood. As 
the artist and the researcher explored the concept of enthusiasm further, however, it 
began to show similarities with Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi 
& Robinson, 1991) Enthusiasm was like an antennae attuned to certain frequencies. 
Much like how Gadamer (1975) describe the absorption of a player as a spell, the 
enthusiasm recalled by the artist, also suggests Csikszentmihalyi’s description of flow as 
a feeling of effortlessness and heightened state of consciousness, as well as the 
dissolution of ego boundaries.  
Similarly to Güell, there came a moment, however, which lead to conceptualizing 




it was based, reversed itself and interpellated the artist too. In this event, though it 
occurred through the development of rather congenial and enthusiastic relationships 
within the work. 
This became evident in discussing the last video produced within The Builders_ 
(2011), in which all the kids who participated in it posed in front of a blue background, 
said who they were, what they enjoyed most in the project, and where they lived. In 
between the kids’ presentations, the artist adds himself too. While Canudas’ presence in 
the video leveled himself with the kids as co-makers and participants in the artwork, it 
also demonstrated how the artist also felt questioned himself as an individual, and thus 
entered into play. “You enter a project in one way and leave it in another…” (Interview 
data, Canudas, 2016). 
Recall another moment that now becomes critical: amidst Mohamed and Rosita’s 
conversation, from outside the frame of the camera the artist can be heard asking the 
students, “Do you realize that Rosita has to do this work too?” “Yes,” Rosita responded, 
“I know the kids, I know all of them and we greet each other, but I don’t exactly know 
their names.” Canudas’ choice of words suggests the ambiguity brought about by the 
artwork, the actions and processes of which are at times understood as play, at times as 
work, keeping participants in suspension. If it is not just a playful game of knock down 
ginger redeployed, then what is the work of play, and what is the play of work? And what 
is the artist’s role within this suspended and confused space? 
 Dumit-Estévez had clear ideas about what constituted play, based on his 
experience working with kids. His personal experience of play became clear in an 




him whether he was a kid. Clearly Dumit-Estévez knew how to play. And yet, by asking, 
the child inadvertently put the artist out of play, and posed a larger question about how 
play is put in play. In Play Date (2015-ongoing), Dumit-Estévez was interested in how to 
get into that play zone, how to enter a situation. In this sense, his understanding of play 
was akin to Winnicott’s (1971) transitional space, which bridges between the self and the 
emerging-self, available to be absorbed in play. To this end, the artist provided objects 
and guidelines that acted as transitional objects and experiences, among which was the 
ecstatic experience of sliding down a rock. Beyond this, however, the work was open to 
spontaneous developments, which included the playful possibility for participants to 
become facilitators in guiding the artist himself in transitioning into a play situation, and 
hence to subvert the directionality of communications within the work. 
I have suggested that one of the elements of play experienced in this research is 
movement, both the physical movements and actions developed by the participants and 
also the figurative movement of the artists and myself as the researcher moving between 
being immersed in the phenomenon of study and reflecting back upon it. This to-and-fro 
movement transforms the meanings built when encountering the experiential materials 
for the first time. This effect, which I have called trickery, led to perceiving that the 
movements of the participants in each of the three artworks evolved in multiple 
directions: they started within the delimited play space and within the space of art, and 
yet this also tended to reverse directions, interpellating the artists in their quality/capacity 
as individuals, not just artists or players; it tended to emphasize the interrogative paths 
and designs of SEA works. In the following section, I propose looking at play from the 




Play and (Mis)communication 
   I believe more expansively that play is both a kind of communication (a mode) 
and also a kind of action… The message that "this is play" can be transmitted 
because the communicating players already know, to some extent internally, the 
behaviors that they are signaling about externally. (Sutton-Smith, 2001, p. 23) 
In The Ambiguity of Play, educational psychologist Brian Sutton-Smith (2001) 
suggested that despite play’s ambiguity–its diverse play-forms, players, and definitions–
play still functioned as a means of social organization (Stott, 2015). Play lends itself to 
the creation of, and experimentation with, diverse forms of sociability. Art historian and 
critic Tim Stott (p. 139) proposed considering artworks that used play “to formalize 
relations among participants,” as communicative events. Works of ludic participation are 
works that, even in the absence of rules or a structure, organize participants’ access to a 
work through play. This depends upon communicating effectively with the audience as a 
form of play.  
The communicative aspect of play in the works of this study became crucial, as I 
devised criteria for selecting the artists participating in this research. While I did not have 
a strong definition of play, the criteria of the artists’ use of a play-situation that was 
communicated to the audience as such was essential.  
Whether tacitly or overtly, the three works were each activated by an opening 
question: Would you like to play? From this opening question, other subtler and more 
difficult questions followed, such as: What is your position regarding political refugees? 
What is your position regarding cultural diversity? What is your position regarding a 




Dumit-Estévez, for example, reached the audience of his work Play Date (2015-
ongoing) through sending an invitation that made explicit the rules: those interested in 
participating would agree on a specific date and time to meet; they would also wear 
comfortable clothes to engage with the rock; and they would “forget about time, cell 
phones, professional conventions, and hence allow play, just play, to freeform our 
action.” While the artist expressed the idea of play as sustained through rules and a space 
––ludus–– his last sentence suggests that the conditions set by the artist aspired to 
encourage the spontaneity and exuberance of play ––paidea––to manifest (Caillois, 
1958).  
With this spontaneity and state of mind, Dumit-Estévez directly refused to box his 
practice within a term; whether this was SEA or socially-disengaged art. While this 
expression could be understood as a playful manifestation of working with the limits and 
boundaries of something (Sutton-Smith, 2001), it expresses a definite stance as an artist. 
It expresses what Ardenne (Ardenne et altri,1999) defined as the practical, theoretical, 
and cognitive trying out of reality. In it the space of play and social and conventional 
social space merged. Art, which he understood as experience, merged with everyday life. 
Indeed, no arrangements to identify or transform the space where Play Date (2015-
ongoing) would develop were provided by the artist. The artist just squatted a space, and 
only by communication through an agreement with other players would St. Mary’s park 
become their playground for a time. 
For Dumit-Estévez, play was a world within a world, which he aimed to preserve 




devices such as cell phones or cameras that could disrupt the flow of action. These 
measures would keep the play-space safe, and hence uncorrupted.  
Through a symbolic activity, such as playing with the audience, the artist 
appropriates a public space. The symbolic action, which Helguera (2011) suggests is at 
odds with SEA practices, was sustained through the physical exploration and engagement 
of the park, and becomes a hinge for participants to regain agency in claiming back the 
autonomy of space, which the artist perceives as eroding in current times. For instance, a 
participant of Play Date, recalled vividly how she got to the South Bronx: the bustling 
streets where she wandered with Dumit-Estévez for an extended time before getting to 
Saint Mary’s Park; the novelty of being in the area, and paradoxically “taking ownership” 
of it (Interview data, Alcántara, 2017). 
Play Date (2015-ongoing) was proposed as an overt invitation to play. Its 
presentation in St. Mary’s park in the South Bronx, where for generations neighbors have 
been sliding down the rock crowning the park, reinforced this interpretation. The access 
to the work was fairly unambiguous. What was ambiguous was the play itself; the 
audience and the artist would have to come to terms with play through their making.  
Similarly in The Builders_ (2011) the realm of the symbolic becomes critical in 
making possible actions that to some extent reshape the social life of the neighborhood. 
The symbolic was precursor to the actual actions perpetrated by participants as they took 
ownership of the park. The creation of a block game, is what brought the artist and 
children to step into the public and private spaces of their surroundings. The creation of a 
re-presentation of their experiences of their neighborhood is what put them at play, 




Like Dumit-Estévez, Canudas did not modified the physical space where the work 
developed directly, excepting the manifest corporeality of him and the kids lying on the 
floor to get to know the geometries, or climbing up stairs to get to know neighbors. They 
did not claim or changed the space. Instead the space of El Remei neighborhood became 
available through the symbolic action of the creation of a block game that re-presented 
the concrete experiences the kids had of their environment. This work was subtle and 
symbolic: you come to know what you can grasp or measure. Play operated as a 
transitional phenomena where the “precariousness” of ones inner realities, and the 
opportunities to experience objects and situations provided a sense “of control” of the 
external reality (Winnicott, 1971, p. 55). And simultaneously, playful actions such as 
ringing their neighbors buzzers, and going back and forth from the school to the 
neighborhood’s streets are reminiscent of architect Aldo Van Eyck (2008), for who the 
realm of the imaginary was critical for probing and challenging the shifting nature of 
social space.  
The actions carried out by the kids through the trajectory of the work, favored the 
presence of children in the streets. However such a presence was indistinct from the 
course of everyday life. Similar to Play Date (2015-ongoing) the space of play, art and 
reality merged in one, leading to the creation of an elusive space. By elusive I am 
referring to the diverse means of accessing the work: despite play within SEA points 
toward “the sphere of common use and common understanding” (Gadamer, 1986, p. 13) 
its insertion in everyday life rendered the realm of communication problematic. For 
example, the students of La Sínia School, in their capacity as both players and creators, 




exclaimed in the video documentation, while later on he would refer to it as play: “We 
are playing at the Big Game of the Builders.” Or as the artist spontaneously concluded:  
“...after all, we were all playing at approaching one to another (Interview data, Canudas, 
2016).”  
Despite the disparity of perceptions about what participants were doing, the 
communication interestingly functioned. Indeed, as art historian and critic Tim Stott 
argues, “a participant must be ignorant if an announcement is informative, yet 
knowledgeable of the particular system of communication” (2015, p. 78). Take, for 
instance, the scene where the kids rang Rosita’s buzzer: Her husband opens the door. He 
seems disconcerted to encounter a group of kids among which he recognizes one of his 
neighbors. He looks up toward the artist. So does Rosita, who has joined the 
conversation, as if asking the artist to help situate and contextualize what is going on. 
This moment is critical: it shows how, through a purposeful taking on of gestures that 
within the velocity of life would typically not be noticed, such as passing neighbors in a 
building’s foyer, it is possible to pivot into accessing another space in which social 
interactions could be otherwise. It was “not one/another, not either/or, but instead both 
and also” a thirdspace (Soja, 2000, p. 60). It was a space of ambiguity, of what I called 
an elusive space, dominated by imagination and (mis)communications: it opened up 
questions more than it offered responses, contributing to the emphasize the interrogative 
paths and designs of SEA works (Ellsworth, 2005, Helguera, 2011) .  
What drew Güell’s interest to integrate play in a work was her understanding that 
play, and in particular hide-and-seek, could function: it could open up a dialogue on a 




play another end rather than being just its own end. 2 In Too Much Melanin (2013) the 
sphere of play takes ownership of the actual space of the harbor, announced through the 
poster that read Would you like to play hide-and-seek with a political refugee?  And 
through the identification of some possible hideouts: a blue dumpster, the moorings of the 
harbor, the bushes aligned in front of a building, and the stoops of a building.  
The rules of the game were implicit in the invitation to participate in the work, 
they would be understood by way of social systems (Stott, 2015) or because the “work 
points toward the sphere of common use and common understanding as a realm of 
intelligible communication” (Gadamer, 1986, p. 13). The children’s game of hide-and-
seek was, for the artist, a metaphor for the actual situation that many undocumented 
migrants experienced. But beyond this, by hiring Maria to play hide-and-seek, she could 
normalize her status as a non-resident alien in Sweden during the two months of Biennial, 
thus breaking the formal logic of metaphor, understood as a figure applied to something 
which is not literally applicable. I referred to this transformational pivot in her art 
practice as displacement in Chapter IV, and it constitutes a first disruption of the aesthetic 
tradition built upon the separation of the spheres of art and reality; theory and practice 
(Shusterman, 2000).  
While I have suggested that this modus operandi in which the sphere of the art 
bursts into and transforms that of reality can be considered the artist’s signature, it 
seemed to me that the integration of play introduced a valuable addition. Those who 
accepted to participate in playing hide-and-seek, becoming active players in discovering 
                                                
2 I am italicizing function to stress how play within SEA practices adopts a functionality that goes beyond 




Maria hidden somewhere in the harbor, would in turn be exposed to Maria’s sharing what 
lay behind the game. This constitutes a second disruption. Maria’s telling her personal 
journey disrupts the sphere of play as a safe and self-contained world. It spoils and 
shortcuts the space and duration which would have transitioned between the inner world 
of players and the actual or external reality, Winnicott’s (1971) transitional space.  
Within those shortcuts, the course of the experience—which Dewey describes as a 
process that constitutes a unity of meaning and that culminates in a sense of fulfillment 
(Dewey, 2005, p. 45)—would lead, by way of disruption and acceleration, to a normal 
culmination. 
 
Figure 5:5 (Mis)communication produced by integrating play within a SEA work 
This situation, which I have diagramed (Figure 5:5), would repeat itself with 
different participants: the play space evolved within the course of everyday life actions, 
and as this play status was challenged it deliberately placed at risk the categories of play, 
art, and social space. On occasion this (mis)communication was a deliberate one, and the 
manifestation of playfulness within the developing play. For instance, Güell expressed 
her willingness to play with the expectations and assumptions of her players. She relied 
on the audience’s assumptions and expectations about play––what she called “ludic 




about the system of communication employed in the work––they presumably knew the 
spirit of the hide-and-seek game––yet could not grasp completely what playing it meant, 
or the scope of what was potentially in play.  
Indeed, in Too Much Melanin some of the responses to Maria’s invitation to play 
suggested that the work was diversely understood. Some participants took the invitation 
to play literally, as a fanciful activity. Some passersby who agreed to play “felt hapless” 
upon realizing that the pleasurable involvement in the game was symmetrical to the 
unpleasant reality of many undocumented people (Ribas, 2015). You might even imagine 
that the feeling of haplessness increased upon knowing that the same spontaneity and 
exuberance of their play as paidea (Caillois, 1958) awakened traumatic experiences for 
Maria.  
 The elusive space and miscommunications produced in engaging with Maria in 
Too Much Melanin, or upon interacting with La Sínia students about the purpose of their 
actions at one’s doorstep, or upon meeting Dumit-Estévez in the South Bronx, suggested 
the impossibility of reaching a complete agreement about the meanings of play, about the 
meaning of the works. In short it suggested the understanding of the art practice as an 
unresolved event. At the same time they offer an invitation for participants to wonder, not 
just in their capacity as players, or as audience, in their capacity as individuals and 




Play and Participation 
In the brief and illuminating book La Comunidad Ilusoria (2012), devoted to 
exploring the concept of community in times of globalization, both of economies and 
migrations, French sociologist Marc Augé proposes a simple exercise. He asks the reader 
to recall a moment from their childhood when he/she had been invited to be part of a 
community––whatever a community means to them. Recall the moment where as an 
individual one is invited to “franquear y también construir fronteras” [cross and build 
borders] (2012, p. 20). An encounter, Augé suggested is the experience of a subtle 
border; 
these borders are subtle, as one would say of a perfume, which is said to be subtle 
because it diffuses beyond its point of origin, or of an idea, which is subtle 
because it keeps resonating and provoking even after one believes its immediate 
sense has been grasped. (Augé, translated by author, 2012, pp. 20-21) 
While a border may delineate cultural diversity, economic disparity, generational 
gaps, or even the distinct legal status of individuals, subtle refers to the possibility of 
crossing that border and of being transformed by its crossing. It refers too to the 
knowledge of one’s point of departure and the ignorance of how one may emerge after 
crossing it.  
As a reader of this text you may want to participate in this exercise. You may 
want to think––as I did––of a moment when as a child you were invited, whether overtly 
or tacitly, to play with children you do not know. Or, on the contrary, you may want to 
think of the moment when you invited some unknown children to play with you. This 
moment might illuminate the qualities of the social interactions elicited by artists in the 




I have proposed that for Canudas and Dumit-Estévez it was critical to be members of 
the contexts in which they worked—a neighbor, a citizen, and also an artist—and also 
being present and participating together with others in the making of the work.  
As Dumit-Estévez suggested, “I don’t want the idea of having an audience that comes 
and watches… I want people to create works that can be produced and consumed by the 
people who are involved” (Interview data, Dumit-Estévez, 2016). His approach to his art 
practice can be understood as an experience limited to the “mutual adaptation” of the 
artist and a participant (Dewey, 2005, p. 45)—an experience forged through one-to-one 
interactions, a “twofold process” in which both artists and audiences are engaged 
(Shusterman, 2000, p. 55).  
Dumit-Estévez had already experimented with this twofold process in a previous 
work called Pleased to Meet You (2007). In it, the artist moved from South Bronx to a 
town of 3.500 inhabitants in Spain, with the goal of getting to know the inhabitants, and 
thereby transitioning from visitor to local. The one-to-one interactions posed questions to 
participants about who they were in relation to the artist, and what knowledge was critical 
for considering someone a local or citizen within a community. Likewise in Play Date 
(2015-ongoing), participants were questioned about what their understanding of play in 
relationship to the artist. Both the artist and the participant were thus invited to make 
meaning of their encounter.   
In a prosaic sense, in many of the activities developed in The Builders_ (2011) the 
borders between private and public space were crossed, such as when children introduced 
themselves to their neighbors. In a more figurative sense, in those activities they crossed 




measuring their lived environments, children gained concrete knowledge. This gesture 
recalls architect Van Eyck (2008), for whom the study of social space should integrate 
corporeal dimensions, physical space, imagination, the artist, and experiences such as that 
of the child. The idea of crossing borders or of blending individual territories, was also 
expressed when Canudas concluded that “after all, we were all playing at approaching 
one another” (Interview data, Canudas, 2016).  
The subtle border was manifested as well, in two moments captured in the videos 
facilitated by the artist: First, in the moment in which he recognized himself as a kid in 
the parallel play of sliding things down the railing, which developed during one of the 
encounters between children and neighbors. Second, in the moment where the artist, 
blending with the presentations of students, stepped in front of the camera and presented 
himself as an adult and artist, to then proceed to enumerate the neighbors he had as a 
child.  
In Too Much Melanin (2013) passersby were surreptitiously invited to cross 
borders. Some of the borders players would have to sort out had to do with conventions 
and expectations about play and social life in public spaces. With regards to play, some 
of the conventions acting as borders as individuals participated in Too Much Melanin 
were the appearance of play as a symbolic and innocuous activity, and the understanding 
that what is left from the self at play is only their presence as player (Gadamer, 1975).  
With regards to the social life of public spaces, the borders one would be invited 
to cross and to build (Augé, 2012) had to do with understanding cities as a space were 
one is likely to meet others in their capacity as strangers (Bauman, 2000). By situating 




“more real encounter”: an encounter that was unexpected and, because of the 
interrogative design of her work, addressed participants in their capacity as individual 
and relational beings, rather than simply strangers or players. Maria’s interjection to 
passersby in the harbor contemplated a positive response, and thus the activation of the 
hide-and-seek game. It also contemplated a negative response to play, which according to 
the artist did not compromise the function of the artwork. Indeed, refusing to play was 
itself a form of participating in the work.  
In the two previous events––Play Date (2015-ongoing) and The Builders (2011)–
–Dumit-Estévez and Canudas were inhabitants and participants of both the works and the 
contexts where the works were produced, acting as a thirdspace (Soja, 2000). Güell 
however developed Too Much Melanin (2013) in a foreign context, and hired another 
person, Maria, to interact directly with participants in the work. Yet, similar elements 
manifested as well: she engaged with and crossed boundaries as she built a relationship 
with Maria, who she called her accomplice. And later on, she became aware that her role 
in her practice was not so much to “give voice” to people who could not speak otherwise, 
but instead, give headphones “facilitating listening to the other’s singularity” (Interview 
data, Güell, 2016).  
Philosopher Zygmund Bauman, in a chapter devoted to time and space in his book 
Modern Liquidity (2000), suggests that an encounter is a form of interaction that is likely 
to occur in cities. And cities, for Richard Sennet, are sites where one is likely to 
encounter individuals in their capacity as strangers (as quoted by Baumman, 2000). 
These encounters are meant to develop as “a story most certainly ‘not to be continued,’ a 




without putting the unfinished business off to another occasion.” One, Bauman adds, “is 
likely to emerge as strangers from the chance encounter which ends as abruptly as it 
started” (2000, pp. 94-95). 
Yet the three events of this study––Too Much Melanin, The Builders_ and Play 
Date––suggest that while artists willingly incorporated individuals in their capacity of 
strangers into their play, such encounters did not stay shallow, nor did the individuals 
remain strangers once their participation reached an end.  
Summary 
I have presented how in these three works participants, and their movements 
within the designated play spaces, were the means through which play, and thus the 
works, reached presentation. In this guise, movement became one of the essences of play. 
Amidst the exuberance of participants’ movements, there were times when participants 
knew what their play meant and were masters of their action. Oftentimes, however, 
participants were themselves played and swept up by play whose meanings were 
deliberately elusive. That elusive space resulted from exceeding and breaking through the 
play sphere into the conventional social space with questions that challenged players in 
their capacity as players, but also in their capacity as individuals and relational beings. 
The elusiveness of such space also resulted from the artists’ deliberate placement of their 
works in public spaces, where one was not expecting and sometimes not even aware of, 
being asked to be a participant or player in an artwork. Indeed by placing their works 




put at risk, rendering the sphere of play and of art precarious. In turn, artists, players and 
the researcher as well, played and were in turn “played”––rendered vulnerable. These 
circumstances favored the development of social interactions that were shaped by 
unexpectedness. In the next chapter, devoted to the educational implications of this 
research, I will address how artists sought to govern this unexpectedness, or what Stott 
(2015) would have called complexity; that is, players’ expectations and desires about the 
meaning of their play, their participation in the artwork, and the artists’ own expectations 




Chapter VI— EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS 
Introduction 
   Pedagogy is seldom engaged as an event in which the materiality of a time and 
place of learning impinges on the materiality of the learning self understood as a 
‘processual engagement of duration and movement, articulated through webs of 
sensation across landscapes and panoramas of space, bodies and time’ and 
educational material. (Ellsworth, 2009, p. 24) 
In this chapter I explore the three SEA events from an educational standpoint. 
Specifically, I explore what the encounters that developed, as recounted by the artists, tell 
about pedagogy. In an encounter—what Augé (2012) defines as the experience of a 
subtle border—the self, as a point of departure, engages with the possibility of crossing 
boundaries from what is known to what is not yet known, an emerging self. One is, of 
course, ignorant of how one might emerge from the experience of encountering an 
artwork, its objects, actions, and other participants. It is in the emerging self, in any case, 
that we would find the material evidence of a teaching-learning process (Ellsworth, 
2005).  
In order to discuss what the integration of play within SEA practices tells about 
pedagogy, in this section I intertwine the voices of different authors. They speak from 
diverse fields of knowledge: art history and criticism, philosophy, education, and art 
education. The art historian and critic Tim Stott (2015), in Play and Participation in 
Contemporary Art Practices proposed to look at art practices from the perspective of 
systems theory, which sees how works organize sociability, in relation to “doubt, 




Ellsworth, whose book Places of Learning: Architecture, Media, Pedagogy (2005) I first 
read in 2012, and which now, in light of the three events of this research, takes on another 
dimension. Her advocating to consider art practices as pedagogic events or as anomalous 
pedagogies became more tangible once I inhabited and lived the elusive spaces proposed 
by the events considered. I also draw upon art educators Claudia Ruitenberg (2011) and 
Pablo Helguera (2011) who are both interested in considering artworks as sites for 
education. And finally, I draw upon play narratives in Sutton-Smith (2001), 
Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1991), and Caillois (1958). 
As I suggested at the end of chapter V, while in public spaces encounters are 
meant to be shallow and brief, within the three artworks the encounters were transformed, 
extended, and decelerated as they were inserted––as Dumit-Estévez would say. Artists 
provided a series of initial conditions: sliding down a rock, hiring Maria to play hide-and-
seek in Too Much Melanin, or conceiving a trajectory of activities for kids leading to the 
making of a model of their experiences of their neighborhood through blocks game (The 
Builders_). I have also suggested that artists would have to respond to participants’ 
unexpected responses. Within these circumstances, if one thinks of these events as sites 
of learning, knowledge is dynamic and ultimately exposed to unexpectedness.  
In Places of Learning: Architecture, Media, Pedagogy (2005), Ellsworth 
examined a series of contemporary art works ranging from architecture to more 
ephemeral and immaterial works of art such as performances or video projections, to 
grapple with what the aesthetic experience might contribute to the teaching-learning 
experience. From Ellsworth’s perspective, works of contemporary art that develop in 




audiences, should be considered places of learning––or in her words, anomalous 
pedagogies. Their significance for the field of education lies in how these works of art 
teach: that is, how the qualities of aesthetic encounter hinge the experience of teaching-
learning.  
[Works of art] speak with a voice that is so different from our own as educators. 
Rather than articulating ideas about education through language, they ‘speak 
through’ qualities and elements composed of multimedia, landscapes… 
(Ellsworth, 2005, p. 10)  
I propose to put in relation the developing encounters within SEA works 
recounted by these three artists with these the insights found in the literature on 
education. By doing so, and through the interstices found between these two data-types, I 
hope to create a space in which new insights about art practices as sites of learning can 
emerge. Here I will examine, under three propositions, what these three events 
integrating play and dealing with chance, risk, and rehearsal, can teach us about 
pedagogy. 
Unexpected Learning 
First proposition: SEA practices that integrate play teach us to become at ease 
with chance; to become at ease with what is unknown or what is not yet available.  
An aesthetic encounter can be defined as the attempt to make meaning of what 
has disconcerted us, as a “state of ‘in-between-ness,’ … in the orbit of the emotive yet 
also clearly articulated or potentially articulatable” (Bolla, 2001, p. 6). Understood this 
way, the aesthetic encounter shares some similarities with the experience of play. For 




Interpretation of the Aesthetic Encounter, they both structure human experiences 
similarly. Aesthetic encounters and play both require the existence of a conducive 
environment, or the artists’ operation of certain constraints (Stott, 2015), to facilitate 
participants’ adjustment with the object or activity that have disconcerted them. It is 
within this adjustment or negotiation that Csikszentmihalyi (1991, 2008) identifies an 
intensification of participants’ emotive responses, leading to a heightened state of 
consciousness, and simultaneously the feeling of effortlessness while responding to the 
object or activity––namely flow. Parallel to this, there is a loss of self-consciousness or a 
transcendence of ego boundaries (Csikszentmihalyi & Robinson, 1991). From this 
perspective, it would seem that play is integral to art practices, such as SEA, proposed as 
an invitation to a situation to be lived through.  
Nevertheless, we should note that the artworks to which Csikszentmihalyi and 
Robinson (1991) were visual. They required participants’ efforts in resolving what 
disconcerted them by way of sight. The SEA practices I am concerned with materialize 
through social interactions and take place through immaterial elements such as 
conversations, ephemeral hands-on activities, and specifically play. 
Play suggests—by way of social conventions and expectations or system (Stott, 
2015)––ways of navigating the aesthetic encounter of participants. By entering a play 
space one agrees to:  
• The presumption that all players proceed with equal opportunities in their 
play, or at least that players’ investments and efforts could transform, or 
hopefully increase the chances and conditions with which they entered the 




•  The presumption that players’ immersion and efforts in play coincide 
with their relinquishment, for the time being, of what is going on outside 
the play space. The exuberance of play as movement (Gadamer, 1975) 
draws all players, independently of being active players, or observing how 
the interplay between other players evolved, would maintain them 
absorbed; or as Gadamer suggested, absorbed by their own image 
reflected on the spell. 
In turn, the integration of play in SEA practices, and in particular its process-
based paths and interrogative designs (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 27), which interjected artists 
and participants in their social, political and cultural situations, renders the play space 
precarious; it put play under a siege that takes on the risk and possibility of breaking 
through and interrupting the players’ flow.  
In the previous chapter I suggested that play’s integration in SEA practices 
contributed to the creation of an elusive space. By this it differentiates from an alternate 
space, which art educator Jack Richardson (2010) saw in works of art intersecting the 
course of everyday life, contrasting the bustling life of everyday social spaces, and art as 
a space of emergence. Instead the elusive space created by artworks that integrate play 
seem to break through such binaries. In doing so it becomes akin to what geographer 
Edward Soja’s (2000) called thirdspace: it is not one/another, not either/or, but instead 
both and also; or what he conceived as a “trialectics of space” (p. 67). This elusive space, 
blends into and simultaneously keeps separate the play space and the exuberance of the 
developing actions, and the outer space of public, everyday life spaces toward which 




I have suggested that the invitation ‘Would you like to play’ lead to other more 
unexpected questions addressing participants in their capacity as relational beings 
through questions about their position with regards to specific social issues. What is your 
position regarding political refugees? What is your position regarding cultural diversity? 
What is your positioning with regards to the peripheries? Who lives now in the 
neighborhood I grew up in? Who lives now in the buildings I lived in? What boys and 
girls play where I played? Do you know me? My name is Ayoub and what is your name?  
What is your position regarding your community? Who is this person that came out from 
nowhere who wants to meet you? What does he want? Who am I in relationship with this 
person and in relationship with the outer world? What is your position with regards to 
what is peripheral, marginal, and strange? Do you want to play hide-and-seek with a 
political refugee? Why does she have to play for two months, having had to go through 
this? What to expect? What to do for in the time and space of being? He's my neighbor, 
isn’t he? Do you realize that Rosita has to do this work too? How do we build our 
society?  
In posing questions like this, and if one is to consider SEA practices as an 
anomalous site of learning (Ellsworth, 2005), its content would consist in the experience 
of the learning self: “In this mind/brain/body meld with objects, spaces and times, the self 
is understood as a becoming, an emergence, and as continually in the making” 
(Ellsworth, 2005, p. 4). 
 What is salient in these three events is that under the appearance of play, they 
rendered tangible the ways by which an individual, such as a kid, is invited to cross and 




take away the taken-for-grantedness of our world, as Greene (1984) would say, and open 
up possibilities for thinking about how it could be otherwise.  
The function of this elusive space is similar to Winnicot’s (1971) concept of 
transitional space, by which only “when we dare to move into relation with the outside 
world of things, other people, environments, and events” is a development of the self, or 
learning, possible (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 30). SEA’s interrogative designs, and the 
elusiveness of the play space, to which one is subtly, formally, and occasionally 
surreptitiously invited, may encourage that process. It does so by drawing attention to 
subtle, surreptitious, unexpected, but nonetheless significant learning. These events 
illuminated my understanding of teaching-learning practice as an unresolved event, 
which I will try to present in the following section.  
Alternate Pedagogy 
Second proposition: SEA practices that integrate play teach us ways of facilitating 
the integration of participants’ creative efforts into aesthetic and learning situations. 
The relational character of SEA practices, working with social interactions, or 
choreographed sociability (Stott, 2015), has come to the forefront of art discussions. 
Some of these discussions center on the participatory aspect of the works, questioning 
whether participation is a means or a goal, and if so what are the intended qualities of the 
experience of participation. Art educators have associated these art practices to 
emancipatory education, in which art practices are organized around an event that 




participants’ situations or oppression. These practices have been associated with 
emancipatory education through how they invite participants, through a disconcerting 
aesthetic encounter, to dare moving differently in relation to the object, situation, or 
people––the “cognizable object” as educator Paulo Freire (1996, p. 60) would say. 
 Art educator Claudia Ruitenberg (2011) saw a difficulty in meeting the 
emancipatory goals of art practices, and allowing participants to act upon Freire’s 
cognizable object. The issue lay in the explanatory forms of communication, which she 
argued was based on a presumed inequality between teacher and student, between artist 
and participant. It had to do with the programming towards a goal, antithetical to the goal 
of students and participants’ regained agency. For Ruitenberg the participatory or 
relational character of SEA practices “does not automatically make them better 
candidates” for an emancipatory education (2011, p. 222). Nor does the congenial or 
active hands-on character of the social interactions necessarily help in this endeavor. 
Drawing upon Rancière’s The Ignorant School Master (Rancière, 1991), Ruitenberg 
(2011) suggested possible ways to address the issue. In The Ignorant School Master, the 
teacher and the students shared ignorance of each other’s mother-tongue, and this 
animated the teaching-learning process: the pedagogical event was challenging, and 
invited both students and teacher to became active agents in negotiating the diverse 
situations––knowledge, lived experiences, resources––they each brought to a definite, 
cognizable object, what Rancière called simply the thing in common. 
 I see this symmetry of equally distributed knowledge/ignorance, in the 
interrogative designs of the three events, which questioned participants and artists alike. I 




it, just like the kids were doing, and in so doing presenting the self-in transition: the adult 
involved in the making of The Builders (2011), who himself recalls the neighbors he had 
as a kid, including Rosita. I see it in Dumit-Estévez desire for “relearning how to play” 
through interactions with other adults who themselves might have forgotten how to play. 
I see this symmetry of distributed knowledge/ignorance, in Güell’s understanding of her 
practice as evolving from facilitating people’s speaking to facilitating listening to those 
who are not trained, or even aware, or expecting to become participants of an event. 
 At the same time, the organization of sociability through play allows for the 
possibility of anyone participating in the distribution of that knowledge/ignorance by way 
of a system of “social expectations and conventions that recur” with each event organized 
as play (Stott, 2015, p. 76). The other: the unexpected, the uninterested, the neighbor, the 
unknown, the strange, the institution-director, art critic, curator, gallerist, art historian, 
collector, art-professor (“Hirschhorn,” n.d.). But also: the educator, the child, and the 
artist. Through play they participate and dare moving in relation to the object, situation, 
or people––Freire’s “cognizable object” (1996, p. 60)––found within the aesthetic 
encounter that unsettles us. By way of social expectations and conventions, these 
experiences can both be singular and contingent, while also being repeatable.  
 In Play Date for instance, which is still ongoing and repeating itself by way of the 
same premises, what followed after sliding down the rock is perhaps as contingent as 
diverse as the photographs of the experience that Dumit-Estévez provided. In their re-
presentation within the exhibition Performing the Bronx (Casita Maria, The Bronx, 
2016), a retrospective of Dumit-Estévez’s last ten years of artworking, they were 





Figure 6:1 Play Date as exhibited in Performing the Bronx (The Bronx, 2016). 
(Photo by Argenis Apolinaro) (Courtesy of the artist) 
Each photograph is the emanation of a past and singular experience; each 
expresses their world while simultaneously throwing into question the very 
communicability of the experience. Together, the photographs constituted a recurring 
world that expresses the contingence and uniqueness of each experience.   
Similarly, in The Builders_ (2011) the possibilities for piling up and assembling 
the wooden-blocks might seem infinite, depending as it did on how individuals translated 
their experience of El Remei neighborhood. The play was thus highly contingent. Yet, at 
the same time, the possibility of accessing and rearrange the wooden blocks allowed the 





Figure 6:2 The Builders_ as exhibited in Al Portal de Casa_ Els Constructors_ 
(Mataró, 2012) (Courtesy of the artist) 
Indeed The Builders_ was re-created in different locations––Barcelona (2012) and 
Mataró (2012)––by different children from different schools, each time centered on the 
experience of their respective neighborhoods.  
In Too Much Melanin (2013) the possibility of playing hide-and-seek with Maria 
was ongoing and available to the audience for the two months of GIBCA. Despite the fact 
that participants were always invited to play the role of Maria’s seeker, constraining the 
range of repeatable experiences, the experiences elicited by the work were highly 
contingent and diverse, as the responses to the work recalled by the artist suggest. In its 
re-iteration afterward in various gallery spaces, the work re-created the spirit of the game 
through small printed photographs, which the audience had to explore if wanting 













Figure 6:3 Too Much Melanin as exhibited in the collective show Extralocals 
(ACVic, 2014)  
Next to the photographs, recreating the blurring of the play sphere and larger 
reality, was Maria’s employment contract, and a video of the actual playing of hide-and-
seek at the Goteborg Harbor.  
 Art educator Pablo Helguera (2011) grouped the variable ways by which artists 
organize participation into open and closed formats. Open formats incorporate 
participants in different capacities: as collaborators or as coauthors, and in different 
processes of the work, such as brainstorming or participating in informal conversations. 
Closed formats circumscribe participants’ contribution and creative efforts into a 
preconceived form such as theatre, debate, lecture or speech. In between these, Helguera 
(2011) also considered open-closed formats such as dialogues, class discussions, or panel 




The encounters promoted within the works, whether in the public space or in a 
gallery space, combined a level of determination seen in the particular arrangements or 
conditions set by the artists, and of indetermination open to spontaneity. Like complexity, 
which for Stott “describes a system of elements that are mutually organized and exhibit 
patterns of interaction, but whose behavior cannot be determined” (Stott, 2015, p. 5), the 
form by which play organized sociability were neither open nor closed.  They offered 
something different, something like a gear allowing the alternation of open, directed, 
close, and undirected formats. They lead to the making of what I have called an alternate 
pedagogy, and that is reminiscent of Jack Richardson’s (2010) alternate space. The 
alternate pedagogy emerges from the elusiveness brought by the artwork onto a specific 
space, which allow the possibility of participants to transform the very conditions with 
which they proceed in the play space, and through that transform their realities.  
Teaching-Learning Otherwise 
Third proposition: I suggest that SEA practices that integrate play teach us about 
us in relation to others; about what Maxine Greene (2000) named communities in the 
making. 
In socially-engaged artists’ desire to establish a rapport with the audience by ways 
of being present––physically and for the time and space of production–– art historian and 
critic Paul Ardenne (2002) argued that they are reevaluating the notion of society; or as 




Not only artists engage a community in dialogue, but also they engage them in 
dialogue about what community is. The integration of play into SEA’s interrogative 
designs opened a dialogue that is reminiscent of Greene’s (2000) community in the 
making. In it, a community “depends not so much on what has been achieved and funded 
in the past. It is kept alive; it is energized and radiated by an awareness of future 
possibility” (p. 166).  
With the question ‘Would you like to play?’ artists activated a series of 
encounters that seemed at first, to shape the tone of dialogues with the unexpectedness 
and candidness with which as a child, one is invited to join another player or a 
community of players in a game.  
We have seen that following the artists’ initial invitation to play, other questions 
centered on themes and issues of societal concern, were raised. These questions 
addressed participants as players, and also as relational beings and active members of a 
community. These last questions, which were unexpected, rendered tangible the ways by 
which an individual is invited to be part of a community. In doing so, they took away the 
taken-for-grantedness of our world (Greene, 1984). They allowed the possibility to think 
of how could it be otherwise, and to act. For example, in a follow-up conversation with 
Canudas, he expressed that the regained presence of kids in the neighborhood as they 
made the blocks game brought a “normalcy” to a context that was first perceived as 
strange; the children’s presence in the streets engaging with space in quite different terms 
than their everyday actions, rendered visible, that one is actually more similar to the other 
than what one had anticipated (Follow up conversations data, Canudas, 2017). This was 




Chapter VII— CONCLUSIONS 
In this study I have explored the phenomena of play as experienced by three 
artists involved in participatory and socially-driven artworks. In their accounts, play 
showed itself as essentially dynamic, taking diverse hues. We have seen how play was 
integrated as a tool that mediated the experiences, assumptions, and desires of 
individuals—artists and participants alike. We have seen how play evolved from a tool 
into a material for the artists to modify, just like conventional materials: transforming its 
qualities, such as modifying conventional rules, and creating new rules. I have also 
argued that embedded in the play forms enacted by three artists, playfulness is understood 
as an activity invested in working within and activating a certain space. Artists 
decelerated, shortcut, and blended the border spaces between individual situations and 
collective endeavors, between inner worlds and external realities, between art space and 
conventional social space, and between play space and conventional social space. 
Whereas it seems clear that play is a crucial activity in children’s learning and 
development, the role of play in adulthood and in multi-aged groups, such as the 
participants in the works in study, it is also suggested that play is differently perceived by 
adults and may serve their specific purposes. In the three events, play served to 
momentarily suspend the order of things––the status quo––and opened questions about 
the self in relation to a larger community. In this sense, play in adulthood would seem to 
be closer to deschooling, which “implies an approach to incidental or informal education” 
in society (Illich, 1971, p. 23). This suggests, that there is a need for further research in 




 I have suggested that despite the diversity of play-forms and the distinct ways in 
which artists integrated it, the modes in which the works and play reached presentation 
required a physical engagement, what I have called manifest corporeality. In a context 
oriented towards consumerism and entertainment, the rights that once defined the 
publicness of public space––the access or right to enter and remain in a space, the 
freedom of action or to take over space and modify it––are being curtailed. Within this 
context behaviors and actions developed in public spaces become predictable: there seem 
to be fewer opportunities for spontaneous encounters, less chances for exploring and 
transforming space, and less chances for play. These recent challenges represent an 
opportunity for creative experimentation and intervention, giving artists and educators a 
wide range of themes to address through their practice. As argued by art educator Olivia 
Gude (2007) in “Principles of Possibility: Considerations for a 21st Century Art & 
Culture Curriculum,” an art education that enables students to “generate new insights into 
their lives and into contemporary times” (p. 14), should incorporate the artists’ creation 
and re-construction of social space. By looking at how artists’ facilitate opportunities for 
people to interact and gather, students learn “to construct new spaces in which caring, 
courageous communities can emerge” (p. 13). Following Lefebvre (1970), public space 
should be a site where we play and we learn.  
 We have seen how the three works of this study, proposed distinct forms of 
appropriating, and engaging with one’s surroundings. In these engagements play was 
critical to open up the possibility of what Certeau’s (Certeau & Giard, 2001) referred as 





their realities. This suggests the need for further research in understanding the 
significance of physical engagement in sustaining and promoting participation.  
While play was the access point for participants to experience an artwork, artists 
came to integrate play in their practice in different circumstances and capacities. Play, of 
course, has been and is currently being considered in MFA programs as a critical element 
for the education of artists. The study suggests that an understanding of play as a medium 
for questioning and experimenting with new forms of sociability should be considered as 
integral in the current education of artists.  
In the recounting of the three events, much like players absorbed in play we see 
how the course of everyday actions can be disrupted, and moments in which the artists 
recalled being interrupted too. The inclusion of play as a dynamic element within art 
practice proliferated new questions that moved in different directions simultaneously, 
sometimes ejecting players, participants and artists alike from the play areas in 
potentially interesting ways. Artists felt deeply interrogated and this opened their ability 
to reflect differently upon their art practice, upon their role as artists within the large 
society, and ultimately upon play itself. In this study the researcher played as well, and 
felt played and questioned, opening for her the possibility for reflecting differently about 
her art and education practice.  
I have also suggested that the artists in this study approach their practice free from 
current art terminologies and classifications. What interested them was instead how their 
works related to their personal realities. Each artist had a distinct way of understanding 
how art practices attended to, inserted into, or activated the social space. In each case, 




participants could listen to each other—not as participants in abstraction, but instead as 
very “concrete” selves, as individuals shaped and informed by their own situations and 
realities (Helguera, 2011, p. 23). Further research is necessary to understand how 
participants in participatory and socially-driven artworks, such as the three events 
examined in this study, experience play. While this would help understanding the role of 
play in adult learning, it would also open a whole new research field on the 
phenomenology of the time in artworks conceived as a time and space to be lived 
through:  
In my approach as a researcher of play, I suggested the importance of the 
spatiality of play. When I started the research, however, it was unclear how to look at it. 
Play was seen as an activity sustained by the provision of a physical space, and 
simultaneously that contributed to create or shape a space for the time being. As I am 
writing these lines, play as developed in cities public spaces seems more a hinge that 
opens and leads to social imagination (Greene, 1995), to the possibility as society to be 
otherwise. As art historian and curator Simon Sheik (2008) warned, the public character 
of the public sphere seems to be eroding. Instead of encouraging the expression of a 
pluralist society, both the expression of consensus and dissenssus, it contributes to 
pacifying it, to depoliticizing it, and to concealing its struggles. It acts as a buffer zone. 
The three events examined here animated and activated public spaces by allowing 
pluralist expressions. The events contributed to creating an elusive and permeable space 
that was open to social interactions, developed as congenial, antagonistic and playful 
relationships. From this I discovered that the spatiality of play was both a tool and a 




inconvenience of filth and confusion we are now getting the boredom of hygiene!” (Van 
Eyck et altri, 2008, p. 6)––play, as a tool and medium, favors the contagion by which the 
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Appendix A— Additional Figures and Tables 
 
The Spectres of Evaluation is a chart created by Swiss artist Thomas Hirschhorn, 
which illustrates his understanding of audience; as suggested by art educator Helguera in 
Education for Socially Engaged Art: A Materials and Techniques Handbook (2011), SEA 
artists have a comprehensive understanding of audiences, since it is a critical to know 
who will partake in their works. Hirschhorn classified them as the other and the exclusive 
audience (such as the institution-director, art critic, curator, gallerist, art historian, 
collector, art-professor) and the non-exclusive audience (“Hirschhorn,” n.d.).  
 




Table A:1 Similarities and differences between aesthetic experience and flow  
Criteria for Aesthetic 
Experience 
Criteria for Flow Experience 
OBJECT FOCUS: Attention 
fixed on intentional field 
LIMITATION OF STIMULUS FIELD: 
No awareness of past and future 
DETACHED AFFECT: 
Objects of interest set a 
distance emotionally 
LOSS OF EGO: Loss of self-consciousness and 
transcendence of ego boundaries 
ACTIVE DISCOVERY: 
Active exercise of powers to 
meet environmental 
challenges 
CONTROL OF ACTIONS: Skills adequate to 
overcome challenges 
WHOLENESS: A sense of 
personal integration and self-
expansion 
AUTOTELIC NATURE: Does not need 
external rewards, intrinsically satisfying 
 Comparison between aesthetic experience and flow structure experience as 
distilled from the study by Csikszentmihalyi & Robinson, R. E. (1991) The Art of 
Seeing: An Interpretation of the Aesthetic Encounter. Both aesthetic experiences 
and flow experiences required the existence of a conducive environment, which 
Csikszentmihalyi defined as object focus and limitation of the stimulus field 
respectively. These conditions would lead to individuals’ negotiation between the 
self and the object/activity encountered or ongoing. While in aesthetic experience 
this negotiation would be based upon the discovery, in flow would be based upon 
individual’s sense of control of their actions. In both cases, Csikszentmihalyi 
identified an urge to respond and meet the challenges imposed by the aesthetic 
encounter and the intrinsic challenges of the activity, respectively, leading 





Table A:2 Detailed chart of Data Types and Instruments of Data Collection 
Research 
question 
Data types Data sources Instrumen
ts 
Anticipated outcomes 
What role does 








each artist and 
in what ways 



























(1) Literature on 
social space, art 





































Play within SEA may be 
manifested as: 




• (system)/quality of 
the experience  
• (material)/other 
 
Play is manifested through: 










Play, as understood by SEA 
artists, is purposeful/without 
purpose/other 
 
Play, as experienced by SEA 
artists, is autonomous 
/dependent from reality/other 
Sub questions 
At what point(s) 
of the 
enactment of a 
SEA work does 


































Play may be crucial at: 
(1) The beginning of a SEA 
work by facilitating 
participation. 
(2) During the process of 
creation of SEA by sustaining 
participation. 
(3) At the end of a SEA work, 










































Some SEA artists may 
understand that play has no 
room in view of the social 
issues that SEA deal with. 
However, in view of the 
participatory component, they 
may lead to a diverse range of 
responses: 
(1) Play is integral to SEA. 
(2) Play is paradoxical in 
relation to SEA 
(3) Other 






the audience in 
the creation of a 
SEA work? 
What role(s) 

































Some SEA artists may 
understand their interaction 



















































I expect a wide range of 
responses according to the 
different interviewees and the 
























































I expect a wide range of 
responses according to the 
different interviewees and the 
different settings where they 
have worked. A potential 
theme that may emerge is the 
gradual control and 
surveillance in public spaces, 
and the increasing role of 
entertainment and 
consumerism in them. 











the course of a 


















I expect a variety of 
responses that are connected 
to ways in which artists 
facilitate participation.  
(1) Community-centered 






Appendix B— Glossary of Terms 
Antagonism. Term that is used to qualify social interactions developed within 
artworks conceived as a time and space to be lived through. Antagonist interactions are 
based on confrontation, on combat and would render visible pluralist and dissent 
expressions within the making of a work. 
Appropriation. Concept that refers to how people claim and make free use of a 
public space. Neither appropriation nor use of public space are understood here as 
ownership, but instead as a consensual agreement to temporarily use public space in 
one’s own way.  
Audience. In this study it is a concept that refers to the public, participants and 
spectators of a work. SEA is forged through social interactions with participants. In it the 
spectator becomes an active agent––a participant. I have prioritized the use of audience in 
most cases, instead of public or participants, in order to avoid confusions with the 
concept of public space, and of participants in the study.  
Commodification. A concept that emerged within Marxist theory, and that refers 
to how, under capitalistic systems, objects and actions produced by people become 
commodities. That is, they have a value and are susceptible to being translated into a 
monetary value. When applied to space and social relationships, the concept of 
commodification refers to how the uses of space and social relations developed in it are 
often driven by consumerism; that is, driven by the expectation of gaining a profit.  
Convivial. Term that is used to qualify social interactions developed within 




to the convivial, hospitable, and friendly interactions as congenial, and opposed them to 
antagonistic relationships. 
Emancipated spectator. A concept coined by French philosopher Jacques 
Rancière (2008) that refers to the new role of the spectator in art practices such as SEA. 
The concept of emancipated spectator refers to the assumption of equality between the 
artist and the audience, as they both interact and contribute to the shaping and meaning of 
the artwork. 
Interpellation. From the Latin interpellare, “to interrupt by speaking,” refers to a 
form of questioning that disrupts one’s flow of thoughts and actions, that mobilizes one’s 

















Appendix C— Informed Consent Form 
Informed Consent Form Sample 
Art, Social Space, and Play: The Role(s) of Play in Socially-engaged Art Practices 
 
Principal Investigator: Laia Sole Coromina, Adjunct Instructor, Doctoral Candidate 
INTRODUCTION 
You are being invited to participate in this research study called “Art, Social Space, and 
Play.” You may qualify to take part in this research study because you are an (1) a 
Socially-engaged artist whose practice has incorporated some dimension of play, or you 
are a (2) participant within the public who participated in the creation of a Socially-
engaged art. Approximately twenty-four people –6 artists and 6-18 selected participants 
from each of the 6 artworks produced by the 6 artists– will participate in this study. The 
study will take from 1.5-2 hours for the interviews –2 interviews for the 6 artists, and 1 
interview for the participants– and less than 4 hours for the artists collecting and 
providing the researcher with additional archival data– time to complete.   
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?   
This study is being done to determine the role of play in socially-engaged art practices. 
While artists in their practice have incorporated play in different ways, when it comes to 
the contemporary art practices –namely socially-engaged art, social practice– the role of 
play is unrecognized: we do not know a great deal about what play does and can do in 
shaping the ideas and actions developed within an artwork. The purpose of this study is to 
contribute to current conversations in art education with additional pedagogical insights. 
Specifically the results of the study could provide art educators with additional 
pedagogical tools to engage students into the making of artworks that are participatory 
and responsive to their social and cultural environments. 
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?  
If you decide to participate, you will be interviewed by the principal investigator. During 
the interview you will be asked to discuss your experience as (1) an artist, or as (2) 
participant in the creation of an artwork. The research is designed around a six case 
studies represented by six mid-career artists, and selected artworks of their choosing and 
selected participants.  
As a participant in the study you will be asked to respond to a series of questions framed 
within an interview, which will be audio taped, and then transcribed. The first interview 
will be face to face, and conducted by the researcher Laia Sole at the participants’ studio, 
and/or locations of their choosing. A second interview –only for the 6 artists– will be 
conducted by the researcher in the same previous locations whenever possible, or using 
Skype. In this second interview you’ll be invited to comment with the researcher some 
photographs or video footage documenting one of the artworks you were involved in. 
Transcribed interviews will be shared with you for any amendments you would like to 
make. 
The data collected will be analyzed by the researcher and compared to the existing 




researcher’s doctoral dissertation, and can be included in her dissertation, as well as 
presented at academic meetings and published in articles for educational purposes. Your 
participation is voluntary, and by signing the consent form you agree to enter the study. 
Yet, at any time during the research you’re able to withdraw at any time, decline to 
answer specific questions, or complete specific tasks. 
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING 
PART IN THIS STUDY?  
The research poses no risk of harm to you as an individual subject. The research asks 
participants who are experimented artists, to describe and reflect on their experiences and 
practices in creating artworks that are participatory and socially-engaged. The nature of 
your experience non-traumatic, and the information you offer is only collected for 
research purposes Participants may choose if they want to be recognized by name. In case 
they decline, the principal investigator is taking precautions to keep your information 
confidential and prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity by using a 
pseudonym instead of your name, and keeping all information on a password protected 
computer and locked in a file cabinet.  
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY?  
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Yet the benefits of the 
research lie in the importance of the knowledge to be gained, and its potential 
contributions to art education. Specifically the results of the study could provide art 
educators with additional pedagogical tools to engage students into the making of 
artworks that are participatory and responsive to their social and cultural environments. 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?  
You will not be paid to participate.  
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?  
The study is over when (1) artists have completed the two interviews and provided the 
researcher with additional material of their artworks, and (2) participants in the creation 
of these artworks have completed one interview.  However, you can leave the study at 
any time even if you haven’t finished.  
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY 
Audiotapes with data collected in the interviews will be kept in an external hard drive and 
locked in a file cabinet at the investigator’s home and will be destroyed once regulations’ 
requirement of keeping the research data for three years, expires. Alongside this, for 
those subjects who decline using their names in the study, I will remove identifiers in the 
transcripts, and coded their names using pseudonyms. By creating pseudonyms, the 
research aims at preserving confidentiality of participants in the thesis dissertation, and in 
further articles and presentations for academic purposes. 
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?  
The results of this study will be published in journals and presented at academic 
conferences. Your name or any identifying information about you will not be published, 
unless you consent to.  




Audio recording (and/or video recording – specify which one or both) is part of this 
research study. You can choose whether to give permission to be recorded. If you decide 
that you don’t wish to be recorded, you will still be able to participate in this study.  
______I give my consent to be recorded ____________________________________     
                              Signature                                                                                                                                  
______I do not consent to be recorded ______________________________________ 
                                                                                                        Signature  
 
WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
___I consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed at an 
educational  
setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College _________________________ 
                   Signature                                                                                                                                  
 
___I do not consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed outside 
of Teachers College Columbia University _____________________________________ 
                                                                                                                Signature  
OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT  
The investigator may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial the appropriate 
statements to indicate whether or not you give permission for future contact.  
I give permission to be contacted in the future for research purposes: 
  Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
           Initial                                                  Initial 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for information relating to this study:  
Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
           Initial                                                  Initial 
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the 
principal investigator, Laia Sole Coromina, at ls3040@tc.columbia.edu. You can also 
contact the faculty advisor, Dr. Judith Burton)  
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should 
contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at 
212-678-4105 or email IRB@tc.edu. Or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College, 
Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 1002.  The IRB is the 





• I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had 
ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and 
benefits regarding this research study.  
• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 




• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional 
discretion, if the data collected does not relate to the research question of the 
study. 
• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my 
participation, the investigator will provide this information to me.  
• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me 
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except 
as specifically required by law.  
• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.  
 
My signature means that I agree to participate in this study 




































Appendix D— Data Collection Protocol 
The Data Collection Protocol  
1st Interview with artists 
Art, Social Space, and Play: The Role(s) of Play in Socially-engaged Art Practices 
 The data collection process for this study will be a pattern of interviews and 
collection of archival data that are addressed in the following bullet point outline: 
 
● Collection of archival data on archival material of artworks of six prospective 
participants. 
● Informed Consent Debriefing and Signature Collection (10-20 min) 
● Interview with six SEA artists (approx. 1.5-2 hours) 
● Recollection and sharing additional archival material of the artworks between the 
six SEA artists and the researcher (variable) 
● Interview with selected participants from the six SEA artworks (1 hour approx.)  
● Data Analysis of Participants by Researcher 
● Follow up Interview with six SEA artists (1.5-2 hours) 
 
Protocol for a semi-structured interview with six SEA artists 
Background and career information 
1. I’d like to start by getting an idea of how you came to be involved in the arts.  
Maybe you could talk about the course of your career, starting from your 
education to your current situation/position? 
1a. How was it that you first became interested in the arts? 
1.b. How did you become involved in the production of artworks dealing with 
publics and public space? Please elaborate. 
2. Could you explain what kind of projects, works, and activities you are involved 
in, currently? 
2.a. Perhaps you could tell me about your position within the Arts collective you 
are part of? (if applicable) 
3. What aspects of your work do you find most rewarding or most satisfying? What 
makes you say that?  
3.a. Perhaps you could describe an artwork that you felt especially satisfied with. 
How so? 
On social space 
4. I’d like now to move on to the focus of this interview. I wonder if you could talk 
about when you became interested in space. Are there any significant experiences 
that made you become interested in it?  Maybe you could explain them.  
4.a. How would you define social space?  
4.b. What aspect(s) of that space are you interested in the most? What makes you 
say that? 
5. In what ways do your intervention(s) in a space intersect and/or transform the 




5a. Could tell about what you have learned that you hadn’t expected by 
developing artworks in public spaces?  
On SEA  
6. Maybe we can go back and talk about your current work, activities, and projects 
you are involved in nowadays. Perhaps you could tell me how you usually get 
started working on a specific project.  
6a. What are your goals or intended outcomes while getting involved in the 
making of an artwork?  
6b. How do you define Socially-engaged Art? (Or if you do not identify with the 
term, how do you define your practice?) 
7. I’d like now to address the participatory aspect of your works. Perhaps you could 
tell me when you started incorporating the public in the creation of your works. 
What were your reasons for it?  
7a. What kind of public(s) are you most interested in?  
8. Maybe you could tell me about how your initial thoughts for an artwork become 
transformed while you incorporate other people/participants in the making.  
8a. Is there a specific turning point(s) or challenge(s) to your initial thoughts and 
goals?  Perhaps you could tell me more about this process, between what you 
anticipated and imagined, and what actually happens while in the making of an 
artwork.  
8b. Could you tell me what is your role, your position, when working hand in 
hand with the public/participants? 
9. Is there a particular activity or situation that you find especially successful while 
working with participants in the making of an artwork? Perhaps you can tell me 
how you facilitate participation in your artworks. 
10. What are the most rewarding experiences while being involved in the collective 
production of an artwork?  Perhaps you could tell me what are the most important 
outcomes that you observe as a result of your work. 
On Play 
11. I’d like now to change the focus and tackle some aspects of your experience as an 
artist that may be related to play, by this I mean activities that are exploratory and 
open-ended. While being involved in the production of an artwork in, what do 
you enjoy the most? 
12. What ideas and practices constitute play for you?  
12a. Please describe a typical way you enjoyed playing as a child?  What type of 
play where you naturally drawn to?  Please describe in detail some of these play 
experiences. 
12b. How would you describe your current play activities? Can you think of a 
moment within your artist’s career that there was something closer to play? What 
happened? 
13. In what ways is play manifested in some of your artworks?  Perhaps you could 
describe a few examples or your art practice. 
14. I would like now to tackle the relationship between play and reality. In what ways 
do you see play connected with reality? (if you do so). Perhaps you could 




15. Perhaps you could tell me elements that facilitate play. In what ways do you 
participate in the creation of play, or do you see it as something spontaneously 
produced while being involved in the shared experience of creating a SEA?  
15a. Perhaps you could talk about the relationship between play and participation. 
Closing question 





Interview Probing Questions & Prompts 
 
● Please tell me more. 
● How so? 
● In what way? 
● Can you please clarify what  
you just said. 
● Why is this important for you? 
● What makes you say that? 
● Please give an example. 
● How would you describe that? 
● How does this relate to what 
you were saying before? 
 
The Data Collection Protocol 
 The data collection process for this study will be a pattern of interviews and 
collection of archival data that are addressed in the following bullet point outline: 
 
● Collection of archival data on archival material of artworks of six prospective 
participants. 
● Informed Consent Debriefing and Signature Collection (10-20 min) 
● Interview with six SEA artists (approx. 1.5-2 hours) 
● Recollection and sharing additional archival material of the artworks between the 
six SEA artists and the researcher (variable) 
● Interview with selected participants from the six SEA artworks (1 hour approx.)  
● Data Analysis of Participants by Researcher 
● Follow up Interview with six SEA artists (1.5-2 hours) 
 
The Data Collection Protocol 
2nd interview with artists 
Art, Social Space, and Play: The Role(s) of Play in Socially-engaged Art Practices 
 The data collection process for this study will be a pattern of interviews and 
collection of archival data that are addressed in the following bullet point outline: 
 
● Collection of archival data on archival material of artworks of six prospective 
participants. 
● Informed Consent Debriefing and Signature Collection (10-20 min) 
● Interview with six SEA artists (approx. 1.5-2 hours) 
● Recollection and sharing additional archival material of the artworks between the 




● Interview with selected participants from the six SEA artworks (1 hour approx.)  
● Data Analysis of Participants by Researcher 
● Follow up Interview with six SEA artists (1.5-2 hours) 
 
 
Protocol for a semi-structured interview with six SEA artists commenting on archival 
data and images, such as photo and video. 
I’d like to start by getting an idea of what these photographs stand for. Maybe you could 
talk about the course of making this artwork documented through photographs. 
Consider the context of production of these photographs. Where, when, how, by 
whom and why was the photograph taken?  
1. Maybe you could describe what you think is going on here? What makes you say 
that? 
2. What was your role within the situation photographed? 
3. Looking at the human subjects of the photograph, what do you think 
public/participants in this photograph are likely to think about? And to feel like? 
4. What kind of experience is the public/participants having? What makes you say 
that? 
 
Interview Probing Questions & Prompts 
 
● Please tell me more. 
● How so? 
● In what way? 
● Can you please clarify what  
you just said. 
● Why is this important for you? 
● What makes you say that? 
● Please give an example. 
● How would you describe that? 
● How does this relate to what 
you were saying before? 
 
 
Interview protocol with selected participants from each of the six SEA works  
Art, Social Space, and Play: The Role(s) of Play in Socially-engaged Art Practices 
Background and career information 
1. I’d like to start by getting an idea of how you came to be involved in the creation 
of a SEA work.  How did you become involved in its creation? 
2. Perhaps you could tell if you had previously been involved in similar art practices, 
or if you had a background in arts. How different was this experience from 
others? (If applicable). 
On SEA  
3. Maybe you could tell me about how your initial thoughts for participating in an 
artwork. What makes you participate in it? 
4.  Perhaps you could describe your role in it, and the ideas and actions carried on 
during the process of creation. Could you tell me what was your role, your 
position, when working hand in hand with the rest of artists/participants? 
5. Is there a specific turning point(s) or challenge(s) to your initial thoughts and 




anticipated and imagined, and what actually happens while in the making of an 
artwork.  
6. Is there a particular activity or situation that you found especially successful while 
working with artists/participants in the making of an artwork?  
7. How would you describe your experience while being involved in the collective 
production of an artwork?  Perhaps you could tell me what are the most important 
outcomes that you observe as a result of this participation. 
On Play 
8. I’d like now to change the focus and tackle some aspects of your experience as a 
participant that may be related to play. For play, I refer to the exploratory and 
open-ended activities. While being involved in the production of an artwork in, 
what did you enjoy the most? 
9. What ideas and practices constitute play for you?  
9a. Please describe a typical way you enjoyed playing as a child?  What type of 
play where you naturally drawn to?  Please describe in detail some of these play 
experiences. 
9b. How would you describe your current play activities? Can you think of a 
moment within your participation in a SEA work that there was something closer 
to play? What happened? 
10. Perhaps you could tell me elements that facilitate play. In what ways do see play 
as something spontaneously produced, or directed, while being involved in the 
shared experience of creating a SEA?  
Closing question 
11. Is there anything else you can think to add along the lines of what we have been 
talking about? 
Interview Probing Questions & Prompts 
 
● Please tell me more. 
● How so? 
● In what way? 
● Can you please clarify what  
you just said. 
● Why is this important for you? 
● What makes you say that? 
● Please give an example. 
● How would you describe that? 
● How does this relate to what 
you were saying before? 
 
 
